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Abstract 
A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF THE EXPERIENCES OF MIDDLE SCHOOL 
STUDENTS WITH READING DEFICIENCIES 
 
Nina Marie Gilroy 
Drexel University, August, 2013 
Chairperson: John Gould 
Having a reading deficiency is an unfortunate reality for many students across the United 
States.  Slavin et al. (2008) state that more than 3000 students drop out of high school every day, 
and the most commonly cited reason is they lack the appropriate literacy skills to keep up with 
the curriculum.  The negative impacts that stem from a student being unable to read at an 
appropriate level do not only affect the student but also can have a negative effect on society as 
well.  Greene (2000) asserts that a lack of literacy skills costs the U.S. as much as $16 billion per 
year in decreased productivity and remedial costs. There is a large population of students who 
are unable to read on grade level, yet we as educators have an incomplete understanding as to 
what they truly experience.  It is crucial to hear from students what the essence of their 
experience is so that the researcher can share it with educators in an attempt to determine what is 
necessary to positively enhance their experience. 
 The purpose of this phenomenological study is to allow students who struggle with 
reading to describe their experiences in school to the researcher.  Permitting students to share 
their feelings about the system and structure of school along with providing details regarding 
what has helped or hindered their learning will assist educators in cultivating positive future 
learning experiences. Therefore, the major research question to be answered in this study is as 
follows: How do students who struggle with reading in a middle school describe their 
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experiences in school as a learner?  In order to answer this question, three sub-questions will be 
studied:  
• What do students who struggle with reading perceive to be their biggest challenges in 
school? 
• What do students who struggle with reading identify as making them feel successful in 
school? 
• What do students who struggle with reading identify as having an impact on their school 
experience?  
The major data to be collected in this study will come from interviews.  Data from this 
study will contribute to findings which teachers not only in this school district but in any 
district with low readers can use in order to attempt to understand from the students’ 
perspective what their lives are like each day in school.  It is likely that experiences, themes, 
techniques, and strategies described by students in this population will give teachers a new 
outlook from which they can enhance learning outcomes.  In an age where standardized 
testing is at the forefront of many conversations, the social and emotional well-being of 
students is often pushed aside, as teachers have much more pressure to prepare students for 
state tests.  This study will give teachers insight regarding what techniques and strategies can 
prove useful for students who are struggling readers. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Introduction to the Problem 
Literacy skills, especially being able to make meaning of texts, are a necessary 
component of almost every content area in schools.  Unfortunately, many students move 
from grade level to grade level without being able to read, write, and/or comprehend at an 
appropriate level.  These inabilities can inhibit their growth in all academic areas. As 
Darwin, and Fleischman (2005) note, “…most struggling readers have no trouble 
decoding words.  These students’ difficulties are caused by the fact that they have limited 
vocabularies or lack broad background knowledge to apply to their reading, and thus they 
cannot create meaning” (p. 85).   This phenomenological study will give educators 
insight regarding students who struggle with reading by having these students describe 
their experiences in school.   
According to a 2006 study released by the Alliance for Excellent Education, 
“Fewer than one-third of eighth graders read at a proficient level.  Today, millions of 
students are leaving school unprepared for college, work, and the many demands of 
adulthood” (p. 1).  This lack of preparedness translates to more than eight million 
students in grades four through twelve reading below grade level.  Furthermore, only 
three percent of eighth grade students across the United States are reading at an advanced 
level.  Reading ability can have a direct impact on their future, as the study notes that the 
25 fastest-growing professions require employees to have greater than average literacy 
skills while the 25 fastest-declining professions have lower than average literacy 
demands (“Adolescent literacy,” 2006).  
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 School is not the only area of a student’s life impacted by low academic ability.  
A 2009 study done by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Center for 
Disease Control found that students who earn low grades are more likely to engage in 
unintentional injury and violence-related behaviors than their classmates with higher 
grades.  If students are unable to read on or above grade level, they may have a more 
difficult time across subject areas and earn lower grades.  Students who do not feel 
successful in school are often at a higher risk of partaking in violence-related behaviors 
and are also less likely to positively contribute to society. 
 The Pennsylvania Department of Education’s 2009-2010 report card states that 
during the 2009-2010 school year in the participants’ school, 17% of seventh grade 
students were not proficient in reading; although it is lower than the state’s average of 
27%, it is still unacceptable. If grades correlate with students’ reading proficiency levels, 
it stands to say that in this school, approximately 17% of students receive low grades; 
either a D or an F.  From the researcher’s experience, this seems to be true.   The U.S. 
Department of Health’s 2009 study showed that students with higher grades are 
significantly less likely to have engaged in behaviors such as riding with a driver who has 
been drinking, carrying a weapon, being in a physical fight, feeling sad or hopeless, and 
attempting suicide. But while the study has drawn these conclusions, it also states that 
“further research is needed to determine whether low grades lead to behaviors related to 
unintentional injury and violence” ( p. 1). Although coming up with a definite answer to 
this problem is not a major focus of this study, it is possible that students will provide 
insight regarding such behaviors due to the fact that an interpretative phenomenological 
analysis allows the participant to divulge their thoughts and experiences. Students, 
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teachers, administrators, parents, and members of the community all have an opportunity 
to benefit from the findings of this study. 
Statement of Problem to Be Researched 
 Reading deficiencies follow students, and while research has attempted to explain 
what happens to them, few research studies take into account the students’ point of view; 
therefore, it was pertinent that students were given a voice and able to share their 
experiences of and feelings about their experiences in school. 
  
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
 The purpose of this interpretative phenomenological analysis was to give eighth 
grade students who struggle with reading an opportunity to describe their experiences 
with reading in school. Doing so is crucial in order to help these students be more 
successful both in and out of school.  As the researcher, allowing these students to speak 
freely in interviews regarding their educational experiences gave me first-hand 
knowledge about what helps and hinders these students in the classroom.  Ultimately I 
sought to allow these students to tell their stories; not the story educators and researchers 
assumed they would tell, but the story of the perceptions of their reality. 
 It was important to first look at the overall effect of a student’s educational 
success, as it has far-reaching impacts.  In 2002, the Alliance for Excellent Education 
reported that close to six million middle and high school students read below grade level 
(Wise, 2009).  Under the umbrella of the No Child Left Behind legislation, the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act created Reading First, a program that gave one 
billion dollars annually to schools across the United States for literacy programs in 
kindergarten through third grade.  Unfortunately, such attention was not given to middle 
and high school programs, as the apparent thought was that early intervention would 
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carry through to students’ later years in school.  Obviously though, that is not happening 
and both students and society are being impacted.  Wise (2009) asserts that a single high 
school dropout causes the United States approximately 260,00 dollars in lost income over 
the student’s lifetime. 
 Students struggling with reading in middle school often demonstrate self-
handicapping strategies due to low levels of confidence and motivation (Guthrie & Davis, 
2003).  Research by Daniel et. al (2006) contends that dropping out and lack of reading 
ability are strongly correlated.  A 2006 report by the Alliance for Excellent Education 
reported that only three percent of eighth graders in the United States were able to read at 
an advanced level.  Further, approximately one-third of ninth graders across the United 
States drop out of high school each year (Wise, 2009), and in 2010, the Alliance for 
Excellent Education reported that approximately 40 percent of employers were 
unsatisfied with the literacy skills of recent graduates. This is especially concerning in 
light of the fact that today’s economy is becoming increasingly global, so graduates may 
be competing for jobs with students from across the world.  Speaking with students who 
struggle with reading will provide information for educators regarding how to keep these 
struggling readers in school and how to help them create a successful future.   
This study will benefit several audiences.  It will benefit both teachers and school 
administrators who have a desire to understand what students who struggle with reading 
experience daily in schools.  Because there is little research that is informed by the 
perspective of struggling readers regarding how they are impacted throughout the 
educational process, educators are losing out on valuable insight. This research is 
intended to give educators insight on what might help or hinder their experiences, and an 
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interpretative phenomenological analysis is the most appropriate type of research to gain 
such information from participants. 
Research Questions 
 The major research question explored in this study was as follows: How do 
students with who struggle with reading in a middle school describe their experiences in 
school?  In order to answer this question, three sub-questions were studied:  
• What do students who struggle with reading perceive to be their biggest 
challenges in school? 
• What do students who struggle with reading identify as having an impact on their 
school experience?  
•  What do students who struggle with reading identify as making them feel 
successful in school? 
Conceptual Framework 
 Teaching students who struggle with reading has given the researcher an 
opportunity to reflect upon how the entire experience of school may be affected by 
students’ lack of skill regarding reading.  Many of these students struggle with 
information and assignments in their English classes, and through talking to other 
teachers and working directly with these students, it has become apparent that these 
students have trouble understanding information across content areas.  Frequently this 
relates to poor grades, and research as shown that student behavior is often negatively 
impacted by low student achievement.  Furthermore, it is our job as educators to do 
whatever we can to promote student achievement and positive experiences while they are 
within the confines of our care.  Having an opportunity to talk to these low-level readers 
can give teachers insight on how to best instruct and deal with these students.  The 
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researcher has had experiences with these students, but aimed to understand the system 
through the students’ perspective. 
 Ultimately, a student’s educational outcome will not only impact the student.  
Rather, there are local effects as well as national and global effects, and to ignore the 
problem is not only an atrocity toward the students but also will have a negative impact 
on society as a whole.  It is crucial that educators realize the importance of promoting 
literacy in an effort to develop citizens who will have a positive impact on the world 
immediately as well as in the future. 
 In order to determine how participants’ experience struggling with reading in 
middle school, a phenomenological study was conducted.  As Johnson and Christensen 
(2008) note, “The search for the essences of a phenomenon is probably the defining 
characteristic of phenomenology as a research technique.” Further, “Phenomenologists 
generally assume that there is some commonality in human experience, and they seek to 
understand this commonality” (p. 397).  While the researcher realizes that each 
participant in the study had a different reality of the same situation, she also assumed that 
the findings of this study could be generalized to describe a population of students who 
struggle with reading.  Bloomberg and Volpe (2002) state that in determining 
phenomenological research the most appropriate type of research to conduct, the 
researcher first determines a lived experience that is an “abiding concern,” and the 
number of students who struggle with reading is certainly severe (p. 32). The researcher 
hopes to learn what school is like for a student who is a struggling reader; therefore, 
Bloomberg and Volpe’s statement of purpose regarding phenomenological studies 
applies, as they assert that, “The purpose of phenomenological research is to investigate 
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the meaning of the lived experience of people to identify the core essence of human 
experience or phenomena as described by research participants” (p. 32).  While the 
researcher recognizes that there are many factors which impact students, this study 
focused solely on how they were impacted by school. 
The researcher entered this research from the ontological perspective, aiming to 
find out what the nature of reality was for students who struggle with reading.  In this 
perspective, reality is presented as it exists for the individuals describing it, and emerges 
as themes that will become evident through extensive interviews (Creswell, 2007).  The 
researcher also explored the research questions through the paradigm of social 
constructivism, where there is no single reality but rather there exist multiple realities of a 
single event (Merriam, 2009).  Creswell (2007) states that in research through the view of 
social constructivism, the researcher must rely on the participants’ views of the situation 
being studied.  Personal meanings are usually formed through interactions with others, 
and questions in this research are open-ended so participants can make meaning of a 
situation. Overall, the researcher was trying to understand the situation or world of the 
participant. 
The conceptual framework for this study centered around the researcher’s 
experiences as a seventh and eighth grade English teacher who consistently has a 
population of students who struggle with reading.  Working with these students has 
encouraged the researcher to improve her instruction of these students and also to gain a 
deeper understanding of what these students go through on a daily basis.  The researcher 
continually sees these students struggle with reading yet compensate in other ways; 
however, the skills they lack, along with the frustrations they consistently express, are 
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causes for concern. Despite these struggles though, the researcher has also seen some of 
these students make great gains in various classes.  This caused the researcher to wonder 
about the experience of struggling readers and what happens in different classes or areas 
of school that impacts their experiences.  There is a great deal of research regarding 
struggling readers and possible interventions, but the researcher believed more could be 
gained by getting an account directly from these students of what their experience of 
school truly is. 
This study was significantly underpinned by Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy in 
cognitive development and functioning.  Self-efficacy is one’s belief in their ability to 
accomplish a task.  According to Bandura (1993), “Efficacy beliefs influence how people 
feel, think, motivate themselves, and behave” (p. 118).  This is significant, as the 
researcher has seen that students who struggle with reading have often had negative 
academic experiences with school, and this can in turn have a negative impact on their 
academic self-efficacy.  Students who make up the population for this study have been 
chosen because they were identified as reading below grade level, which classifies them 
as a struggling reader.  It is likely that these students are aware of their struggles through 
their own experiences with reading as well as by being placed in lower level classes and 
by receiving PSSA scores that label them as being “basic” or “below basic.”  Bandura 
notes, “Feedback that focuses on shortfalls highlights personal deficiencies” (1993, p. 
125).  Further, “It is difficult to achieve much while fighting self doubt” (Bandura, 1993, 
p. 118).  Students who struggle with reading are gaining feedback telling them what they 
are unable to do, not what they have improved upon; such feedback can have a 
detrimental impact on the way they view themselves as a student and a learner.  A study 
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by Collins (1992) showed that some people who perform poorly may do so because they 
lack the self-efficacy to effectively use their skills (Bandura, 1993).  If the ultimate goal 
of educators is to help these students achieve at as high a level as possible, students’ self-
efficacy is something that needs to be examined, and this can be done through an 
interpretative phenomenological analysis. 
Bandura’s theory also examines the effect self-efficacy can have on a student 
beyond academics, and this is crucial because it is the goal of schools to educate the 
whole child.  Bandura (1993) claims, “People’s beliefs in their capabilities affect how 
much stress and depression they experience in threatening or difficult situations, as well 
as their level of motivation” (p. 132).  As it has been proven that grades can be correlated 
to risk-taking behaviors, self-efficacy is also related to negative consequences, and a low 
sense of academic self-efficacy has been linked to physical and verbal aggression as well 
as harmful conduct (Bandura, 1993). 
A related concept of self-efficacy is that of resilience, the ability to bounce back 
after a failure or hardship.  Benard (1993) asserts that school is a vital refuge for today’s 
students given the increasing number of family and home stressors.  According to a study 
from Stanford University’s Center for Research on the Context of Secondary School 
Teaching, “the number of student references to wanting caring teachers is so great that 
we believe it speaks to the quiet desperation and loneliness of many adolescents in 
today’s society” (Benard, 2004).  The researcher in this study has found that many 
students who struggle with reading are often students who come from stressful home 
situations and some do tend to cling more to teachers than their peers of higher ability.  
Conversely, other students who struggle with reading and have had mostly negative 
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experiences with school may completely shun the idea of seeing their teacher as a 
resource, supporter, or ally.  A lack of overall resiliency has also been associated with 
harmful behaviors, similar to those seen in students who lack a strong sense of self-
efficacy.  Therefore, the researcher asked questions throughout the interview process to 
determine what areas of school promote and/or inhibit students’ self-efficacy as well as 
their resilience.  
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Figure 1 Conceptual Framework 
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Definition of Terms 
• Adequate Yearly Progress:  Measurement defined in the No Child Left Behind 
Act that allows states to determine how schools are performing on state 
assessments 
• Advanced Performance: Indicates an in-depth understanding and exemplary 
display of the skills included in the PA Academic Standards (Pennsylvania 
Department of Education, 2011) 
• English Class: A class taken by all students in eighth grade at the research site.  
Leveled to include an honors class, general classes, inclusion classes, a class 
comprised of remedial readers, and direct instruction 
• Literacy: Having the ability to read, write, understand, comprehend, and discuss 
texts across multiple contexts (International Reading Association, 2012)  
• Proficient Performance: Indicates a solid understanding and adequate display of 
the skills included in the PA Academic Standards (Pennsylvania Department 
of Education, 2011) 
• Reading Class:  Taken by a select population of students in sixth, seventh, and/or 
eighth grade at the research site.  Participation in this class is based on 
students demonstrating a weakness in reading ability. 
• Reading Deficiency:  Lack of skills necessary to perform reading activities on 
grade-level 
• Resilience: The ability to deal with and bounce back from setbacks and stress 
(Sarwar, et al., 2010) 
• Self-Efficacy:  One’s belief in their ability to accomplish a task (Bandura, 1993) 
• Struggling Reader:  A student who performs reading activities below grade-level 
Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 
 This study had several assumptions and limitations.  One limitation was that the 
researcher was also an instructor for the population being studied, so the possibility 
existed that participants would be hesitant to be forthright with the researcher.  However, 
because the researcher had developed an especially positive rapport with this population 
of students in the past, she believed that students felt at ease and comfortable during the 
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interviews.  Further, the researcher suspended preconceived notions in an effort to be 
completely unbiased.  Questions used in the interview were first reviewed by other 
educators to avoid biases or leading questions.  Another limitation was that due to the fact 
that the researcher wanted to gain insight from participants while they were experiencing 
the phenomenon in a particular context (being in middle school), there was not time to 
address all aspects of literacy.  Therefore, the researcher focused on developing an 
understanding of participants’ reading and comprehension abilities in order to provide an 
initial understanding of these students’ experiences and present data upon which to build 
in the future. 
Summary 
By the end of this chapter, readers should have a basic understanding of the issue 
of students struggling with reading, realize the impact of these struggles on students and 
society, and recognize a need for this study.  Because reading ability impacts virtually 
every aspect of a child’s education, attaining maximum achievement is crucial.  
Additionally, readers should appreciate that each student ultimately has an impact on 
society, and finding a way to promote these students’ educational experiences will be 
beneficial for the students as well as society.  Previous studies have made suppositions 
regarding students who struggle with reading, but this study allowed the voices of 
students to emerge and shed new light on a concerning subject. 
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 
Introduction of the Problem 
Literacy skills, especially being able to read and effectively comprehend texts, are 
a necessary component of almost every content area in schools.  Unfortunately, many 
students move from grade level to grade level without being able to read, write, and/or 
comprehend at an appropriate level.  This can inhibit their growth in all academic areas. 
This phenomenological study will give educators insight regarding students who struggle 
with reading by providing students an opportunity to describe their experiences with 
school. 
According to a 2006 study released by the Alliance for Excellent Education, 
“Fewer than one-third of eighth graders read at a proficient level.  Today, millions of 
students are leaving school unprepared for college, work, and the many demands of 
adulthood” (pg. 1).  Furthermore, only three percent of eight grade students across the 
United States are reading at an advanced level.  Reading difficulties can have a direct 
impact on their future, as the study notes that the 25 fastest-growing professions require 
employees to have greater than average literacy skills while the 25 fastest-declining 
professions have lower than average literacy demands (“Adolescent literacy,” 2006).  
 The Pennsylvania Department of Education’s 2009-2010 report card states that 
during the 2009-2010 school year in the school where this study is being conducted, 17% 
of seventh grade students were not proficient in reading; although it is lower than the 
state’s average of 27%, it is still unacceptable. If grades correlate with students’ reading 
proficiency levels, it stands to say that in this school, approximately 17% of students 
receive low grades; that is, Ds and Fs.  From the researcher’s experience, this seems to be 
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true.   The U.S. Department of Health’s 2009 study showed that students with higher 
grades are significantly less likely to have engaged in behaviors such as riding with a 
driver who has been drinking, carrying a weapon, being in a physical fight, feeling sad or 
hopeless, and attempting suicide. But while the study has drawn these conclusions, it also 
states that “further research is needed to determine whether low grades lead to behaviors 
related to unintentional injury and violence” (2009, p. 1).  It is the hope of the researcher 
that participants of this study will be able to shed light on factors that may contribute to 
such behaviors in students.  Students, teachers, administrators, parents, and members of 
the community all have an opportunity to benefit from the findings of this study. 
Conceptual Framework 
Teaching students who struggle with reading has given the researcher an 
opportunity to reflect upon how the entire experience of school may be affected by a 
student’s lack of skill regarding reading.  Many of these students struggle with 
information and assignments in their English classes, and through talking to other 
teachers and working directly with these students, it has become apparent that these 
students have trouble understanding information across content areas.  Frequently this 
relates to poor grades, and research has shown that student behavior is often negatively 
impacted by low student achievement.  It  is our job as educators to do whatever we can 
to promote student achievement and positive experiences while they are within the 
confines of our care.  Having an opportunity to talk to these low-level readers can give 
teachers insight on how to best instruct and deal with these students.  The researcher has 
had experiences with these students, but now aims to understand the system through the 
students’ perspective. 
16 
 
 Ultimately, a student’s educational outcome will not only impact the student.  
Rather, there are local effects as well as national and global effects, and to ignore the 
problem is not only an atrocity toward the students but also will have a negative impact 
on society as a whole.  It is crucial that we realize the importance of promoting student 
well-being in an effort to develop healthy students who will have a positive impact on the 
world immediately as well as in the future. 
 As Johnson and Christensen (2008) note, “The search for the essences of a 
phenomenon is probably the defining characteristic of phenomenology as a research 
technique.” Further, “Phenomenologists generally assume that there is some 
commonality in human experience, and they seek to understand this commonality” (p. 
397).  While the researcher realizes that each participant in the study has a different 
reality of the same situation, she also assumes that the findings of this study can be 
generalized to describe a population of students who struggle with reading.  Bloomberg 
and Volpe (2002) state that in determining phenomenological research the most 
appropriate type of research to conduct, the researcher first determines a lived experience 
that is an “abiding concern,” and the number of students who struggle with reading is 
certainly severe (p. 32). The researcher hoped to learn what school is like for a student 
who struggles with reading; therefore, Bloomberg and Volpe’s statement of purpose 
regarding phenomenological studies applies, as they assert that, “The purpose of 
phenomenological research is to investigate the meaning of the lived experience of 
people to identify the core essence of human experience or phenomena as described by 
research participants” (p. 32).  
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The theoretical framework for this study centers around the researcher’s 
experiences as a seventh and eighth grade English teacher who consistently has a 
population of students who struggle with reading.  This has not only encouraged the 
researcher to improve her instruction of these students but also to promote the need for an 
overall change in instruction for these students.  The researcher continually sees these 
students struggle with reading but compensate in other ways; however, the skills they 
lack, along with the frustration they consistently express, are cause for concern. Despite 
these struggles though, the researcher has also seen some of these students make great 
gains in various classes.  This caused the researcher to wonder about the experience of a 
struggling reader and what happens in different classes or areas of school that impacts 
their experiences.  There is a great deal of research regarding struggling readers and 
possible interventions, but the researcher believes more can be gained by getting an 
account directly from these students of what their experience of school truly is. 
Literature Review 
Introduction of the Literature.   In order to reach their full academic potential, 
students must be able to read, write, and comprehend at an appropriate level.  
Unfortunately, this is often not the case by the time students reach middle and high 
school.  Such deficiencies impact students across content areas and can affect students in 
many other areas as well. It is crucial that teachers recognize the reality of student 
literacy and realize that while textbooks are written at a higher level as students progress 
through school, student reading ability does not always increase at the same rate.  The 
review of the literature will discuss the current reality of reading deficiencies, the impact 
these deficiencies have on both students and society, and finally, it will look at factors 
that could potentially have an impact on these students. 
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Current Reality of Reading Deficiencies.   Students with low literacy skills who 
graduate from high school are severely underprepared for college or a career (Wise, 
2009).  The Alliance for Excellent Education’s first report in 2002 contended that 
approximately six million middle and high school students read below grade level (Wise, 
2009).  This is an astounding figure, and clearly demonstrates the need to address 
students’ struggles with reading.  Further, Wise’s research declares that students are 
entering core subject areas such as math, science, and history without the ability to 
sufficiently comprehend texts (2009).  As these findings were made, legislation from the 
No Child Left Behind Act created the Reading First program which gave one billion 
dollars to states and districts for reading programs in kindergarten through third grade 
each year.  However, no funds were allocated for literacy interventions in older students 
(Wise, 2009).  The underlying effect of that realization is that the actual national 
graduation rate is only 70 percent, and such a figure also has economic impacts.  Wise 
found that over the course of a student’s lifetime, a single high school dropout costs the 
United States approximately $260,000 in lost income (2009).  On a larger scale, if 
students who dropped out of the Class of 2008 would have graduated, the nation would 
have seen an additional $319 billion in income over those students’ lifetimes (Wise, 
2009).   
 Wise (2009) defines literacy as reading, writing, thinking, and speaking, and 
states that literacy is a fundamental skill upon which all other academic success hinges.  
He believes that improving literacy levels should be the responsibility of all teachers, not 
just English teachers.  Approximately one-third of students who enter ninth grade each 
year drop out, and more than $1.4 billion is spent every year on remedial courses for 
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students at community colleges (Wise, 2009).  Wise contends that an improvement in 
students’ literacy would significantly impact their success in all academic areas, which in 
turn could decrease the drop-out rate and ultimately boost the economy of our nation 
(2009).  These facts and figures clearly demonstrate the devastation that arises from 
reading deficiencies among adolescents and young adults.  But these statistics also 
demonstrate that there are obviously students who read below grade level yet demonstrate 
enough resilience to persevere through their classes and graduate.  The researcher in this 
study hopes that this research will inform educators regarding tips and tools from 
students who struggle with reading concerning what enhances their success in order to 
provide positive opportunities for others. 
In February of 2006, the Alliance for Excellent Education devoted its monthly 
fact sheet to adolescent education.  The statistics on this sheet support the notion that 
adolescent literacy needs to be a focal point in schools across the nation. Initially, the fact 
sheet narrates that high-quality instruction can indeed help struggling readers catch up to 
grade level, and subsequently highlights facts that affirm the necessity of this issue 
(2006).  For example, more than eight million students in grades 4-12 read below grade 
level.  Further, only 31% of eight grade students met the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress’s standard of reading proficiency in 2005 (2006).  In 2005, only 
three percent of all eighth graders read at an advanced level (2006).  Adolescent literacy 
should be at the forefront of conversations regarding areas of concern, and correlating 
literacy with resilience could have a profound impact on education. 
The Alliance for Excellent Education’s fact sheet from September, 2010 reports 
that twenty-seven percent of twelfth-grade students – who are preparing to graduate and 
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enter college or the workforce – score below the basic level, “meaning they do not even 
have a partial mastery of appropriate grade-level knowledge and skills” (2010).  Almost 
seven thousand students drop out every day, and students with low literacy skills are 
more likely to be in this group (2010).  When high school students enter the workforce, 
about 40 percent of employers are not satisfied with the recent graduate’s literacy skills 
(2010).  The fact that poor literacy skills are affecting students in the workforce should be 
a major wakeup call that something needs to be done in order to not only support our 
students but to enable them to attain good jobs and other opportunities upon graduation. 
The 2010 Nation’s Report Card  reported similar findings, specifically with PSSA 
reading results.  This report noted that 26% of seventh grade students who took the test 
scored either basic or below basic.  The results are even worse in eleventh grade.  Here, 
34% of students tested at a basic or below basic level (Nation’s Report Card, 2010). 
Finally, the report showed the 2009 NAEP Reading pass rate.  In grade four, 63% of 
students were basic or below basic, while 60% were in the same categories in eighth 
grade (Nation’s Report Card, 2010).  This is yet another report that affirms the grave state 
of affairs regarding adolescent literacy in the United States. 
An important consideration is how reading struggles follow students.  Most high 
school textbooks are written at least at a tenth grade level (Denti, 2004), and knowing 
what we do about the percentage of students who are unable to read on grade level, we 
can conclude that significant numbers of students are unable to comprehend high school 
textbooks.  Further, Denti claims that many students are functioning so far below grade 
level that expecting them not only to read but then to comprehend material is an 
unrealistic expectation (2004). Oftentimes it is hard for content area teachers to tell if 
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their students are struggling to understand the concepts being taught or if they are unable 
to sufficiently read the material.  Interviewing students who struggle with reading will 
give educators and possibly even policy makers insight regarding what can be done to 
help students attain success. 
Reading difficulties do not solely present themselves in English classes.  Carnine 
& Carnine (2004) assert that science classes are among those with which students have 
the most difficulty comprehending texts.  Realizing the number of students who read 
below grade level in the middle school grades makes this a pressing issue.  Carnine and 
Carnine believe that in some cases, up to 80% of students may not be able to understand 
material for a given class (2004).  This is not to say the students cannot read; rather, they 
lack the ability to appropriately comprehend the material they are reading. And while 
state science assessments are beginning to arise in many states, statistics show that only 
32% of the nation’s 8th grade students scored at least at a proficient level on these tests 
(Carnine & Carnine, 2004).  Much of that may be due to the inability of students to 
comprehend science texts, but also may involve the inability to understand what 
questions are asking.  The research by Carnine and Carnine proves that students’ 
struggles with reading impact them negatively in areas other than Language Arts class 
and makes this research study pertinent to a larger audience.  
Students who struggle with reading and, consequently, learning in other content 
areas, may not always be very motivated.  The research of John Guthrie and Marcia 
Davis (2003) specifically addresses teachers who work with remedial readers, similar to 
the researcher conducting this study. Additionally, it attempts to explain various reasons 
as to why some readers may struggle. One cause may be lack of motivation, and this is 
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often due to a low confidence in their ability level.  Students who struggle in middle 
school may demonstrate self-handicapping strategies, such as deliberately voiding putting 
forth effort, and may also feel socially marginalized (Guthrie & Davis, 2003).  Therefore, 
they may also not feel safe and secure in school, which is a key component to achieving 
at a high level.   
Guthrie and Davis developed a questionnaire, given to students in schools in 
Maryland, to gain students’ perspectives of reading.  Some key findings of the survey are 
that while 27% of students in third grade think reading is boring, more than 64% in 
eighth grade feel the same way. However, the percentage of students who identify that 
they do projects where they must read many different materials is consistently in the low 
to mid 80s in grades three, five, and eight (Guthrie & Davis, 2003).  This shows that 
students recognize the need for literacy skills as they enter higher grade levels but 
become bored with reading as they continue in their education.  Another critical finding 
of this survey is that more than 88% of students in third grade say they are taught to write 
good sentences in social studies and punctuate them correctly, while less than 60% of 
eighth graders feel the same way (Guthrie & Davis, 2003).  This clearly demonstrates the 
lack of literacy promotion across subject areas as content begins to take precedence in the 
higher grade levels. 
Richard Allington (1994) noted that, “…society now expects schools to educate 
all students to levels of proficiency expected, historically, of a few” (p. 2).   Allington’s 
research found that kids who are achieving lower levels of literacy proficiency generally 
read less in school compared to kids who have higher proficiency levels of literacy.  
Further, his research states that the way schools provide remediation rarely helps with 
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literacy development.  Rather, it assumes that a population of kids will always be behind 
(1994).  Because students at the research site are provided with remediation, this study 
can provide insight from the viewpoint of the students actually receiving such 
remediation. 
The review of literature related to reading deficiencies in students covers various 
aspects of students’ struggles, from specific facts and figures to generalizations about 
their potential futures.  The case studies presented put the problem in a global context but 
also looked at specific school districts in order to gain a more controlled assessment of 
students.  Finally, the research clearly demonstrates that struggling with reading is a 
major problem plaguing students across the nation. 
Impact on Students and Society.  While many factors can be attributed to 
negative behaviors, low academic achievement is certainly a key factor.  The U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services report Unintentional Injury and Violence-
Related Behaviors and Academic Achievement includes data from the 2009 National 
Youth Risk Behavior Survey.  Results “show a negative association between 
unintentional injury and violence related behaviors and academic achievement” (2009).  
Ultimately, students with higher graders are significantly less likely to have ridden with a 
driver who had been drinking alcohol, carried a weapon, been in a physical fight, felt sad 
or hopeless, or attempted suicide (2009).  These statistics are broken down by 
percentages based on letter grades.  For example, four percent of students earning mostly 
A’s reported carrying a gun, while the number of students earning D’s and F’s who did 
the same was 17%. Likewise, regarding suicide, four percent of students earning A’s 
attempted suicide while an astounding 18% of students earning D’s and F’s attempted 
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suicide (2009).  Only three percent of students who receive mostly A’s reported feeling 
unsafe at school, but that number more than quadruples when the same question is asked 
to students who receive mostly D’s and F’s (2009).  These statistics clearly establish a 
need to promote resiliency among students and, more specifically, students who struggle 
with learning.  This report alone provides a need for the researcher to conduct the study 
so that students can possibly give insight in terms of coping techniques.  Even if only a 
small percent of teachers who have information from the research use it, the number of 
students that can potentially be helped could be incredible. 
 Daniel et. al (2006) details problems that remedial readers face regarding 
resiliency and notes that adolescents with significant reading problems are at a higher risk 
for socio-emotional difficulties than adolescents who can read on grade level.  Students 
with reading difficulties often perform poorly overall in school due to the literacy 
requirements for other subject areas.  Additionally, students with reading deficiencies 
may be more likely to drop out of high school (Daniel et. al, 2006).  Eventually, it is 
society that bears the burden of students who drop out due to loss of potential revenue as 
well as having to support these students throughout their lives. 
 Daniel et. al (2006) performed a study which looked at the six stages of 
Baumeister’s escape theory, and applied it to tenth graders at public high schools in the 
southeastern United States.  This escape theory essentially lists six factors that contribute 
to a person becoming suicidal, and the first step is falling short of standards. Researchers 
concluded that dropping out and lack of reading ability were strongly correlated.  Even 
more concerning, though, is the relationship between suicide and poor reading ability.  
Students who were unable to sufficiently read single words showed a higher incidence of 
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suicide.  Additionally, dropout rates were related to an increased incidence of attempted 
suicide (Daniel et al., 2006).  The findings of this study affirm the belief that promoting 
resiliency must be at the forefront of discussions concerning how students can best be 
served.  This study by Daniel et al. discussed suicide attempts in regard to reading level, 
but does not examine other impacts of reading struggles.  This gap in the literature can be 
potentially closed through speaking with low-level readers. 
 Melanie Barwick and Linda Siegel (1996) estimate that only 50% of chronic 
runaway and homeless adolescents return home, and that less attention is paid to learning 
deficiencies in runaway and homeless youths.  To put the issue in perspective, it was 
estimated in 1987 that between 50,000 and 1 million youth were homeless in the United 
States.  Further, Barwick and Siegel contend that almost half of sheltered New York City 
runaways had repeated a grade in school, and 60% were reading below grade level 
(1996).  The researchers also noted that many runaway and homeless youths have severe 
struggles in both reading and writing. While it cannot be said that low reading ability 
promotes homelessness, it is possible that reading and writing difficulties negatively 
impact students across many subject areas in school.  This in turn can lead to low self-
esteem, low self-efficacy, a decrease in resiliency, and, ultimately, a future in which the 
student is not only unsuccessful but is also in significant danger. 
 There is an obvious need for educators to promote resilience.  In light of the way 
education has changed and will continue to change due to economic issues, a growing 
global economy, and undoubtedly other factors of which we are not yet aware, this may 
seem to be a daunting task.  Other than dealing with changes in education, educators are 
also faced with meeting standards of achievement set forth by the government and 
26 
 
dealing with new technologies and problems that have never before been part of 
education.  However, much research has been done on how educators can promote 
resilience. Bonnie Benard writes, “The building of resilient kids is a long-term 
developmental process that involves systemic change – the fundamental altering of our 
human systems, including...the school” (Benard, 1993). This study attempted to 
understand what school is like for a student who struggles with reading and also tried to 
determine how educators and the overall school system can promote student success. 
Self-Efficacy and Resiliency in Students.   This study is significantly 
underpinned by Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy in cognitive development and 
functioning.  Self-efficacy is one’s belief in their ability to accomplish a task.  According 
to Bandura (1993), “Efficacy beliefs influence how people feel, think, motivate 
themselves, and behave” (p. 118).  This is significant, as the researcher has seen that 
students who struggle with reading have often had negative experiences with school, 
especially where reading is concerned, and this can have an impact on their academic 
self-efficacy.  Students who make up the population for this study have been chosen 
because they were identified as being struggling readers.  It is likely that these students 
are aware of their struggles through their own experiences with reading as well as by 
being placed in lower level classes and by receiving PSSA scores that label them as being 
“basic” or “below basic.”  Bandura notes, “Feedback that focuses on shortfalls highlights 
personal deficiencies” (1993, p. 125).  Further, “It is difficult to achieve much while 
fighting self doubt” (Bandura, 1993, p. 118).  Students who struggle with reading are 
gaining feedback telling them what they are unable to do, not what they have improved 
upon; this can have a detrimental impact on the way they view themselves as a student 
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and a learner.  A study by Collins (1992) showed that some people who perform poorly 
may do so because they lack the self-efficacy to effectively use their skills (Bandura, 
1993).  If our ultimate goal as educators is to help these students achieve at as high a 
level as possible, their self-efficacy is something that needs to be examined, and this can 
be done through an interpretative phenomenological analysis. 
Bandura’s theory also examines the effect self-efficacy can have on a student 
beyond academics, and this is crucial because it is the goal of schools to educate the 
whole child.  Bandura (1993) claims, “People’s beliefs in their capabilities affect how 
much stress and depression they experience in threatening or difficult situations, as well 
as their level of motivation” (p. 132).  As it has been proven that grades can be correlated 
to risk-taking behaviors, self-efficacy is also related to negative consequences, and a low 
sense of academic self-efficacy has been linked to physical and verbal aggression as well 
as harmful conduct (Bandura, 1993). 
A concept related to self-efficacy is that of resilience, the ability to bounce back 
after a failure or hardship.  Benard (1993) asserts that school is a vital refuge for today’s 
students given the increasing number of family and home stressors.  According to a study 
from Stanford University’s Center for Research on the Context of Secondary School 
Teaching, “[t]he number of student references to wanting caring teachers is so great that 
we believe it speaks to the quiet desperation and loneliness of many adolescents in 
today’s society” (Benard, 2004).  The researcher in this study has found that many 
students who are struggling readers often come from stressful home situations and some 
do tend to cling more to teachers than do their peers of higher ability.  Conversely, other 
students who are struggling readers and have had mostly negative experiences with 
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school may completely shun the idea of seeing their teacher as a resource, supporter, or 
ally.  A lack of resilience has also been associated with harmful behaviors, similar to 
those seen in students who lack a strong sense of self-efficacy.  Therefore, the researcher  
aimed to determine what areas of school promote and/or inhibit students’ self-efficacy as 
well as their resilience.  
 When students struggle with reading and are not successful in school, it can have 
a direct impact on other areas of their life.  Many times, these struggling readers lack 
resilience. One factor that seems to be consistent in resilient students’ experiences is 
required helpfulness.  This may include volunteer work, tutoring, or helping at home 
(McMillan & Reed, 1994).  Oftentimes, students who struggle with reading suffer across 
academic areas and thus are not chosen to be tutors or for activities like student council, 
or may not have the grades to be eligible to participate in sports or music activities.   
 Teachers have the potential to be extremely influential and can make a great 
impact in the lives of their students.  It stands to say that teachers have a sound awareness 
of students who they believe are resilient or are not resilient.  In fact, in a study 
conducted by researchers at the University of Houston, most teachers involved could 
distinguish between resilient and non-resilient students but did little to attempt 
remediation in the area of resilience (Padron, et. al, 2000).  This is disturbing given the 
fact that research continues to show the negative effect that a lack of resilience can have 
on children.  It also does not seem to align with the reason that many teachers enter the 
profession: to have a positive impact on and help children.  So why would teachers 
seemingly ignore students who were not resilient?  The researcher contends that because 
resilience is something that is built, not something that can just be taught, many teachers 
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may be unaware of how to effectively foster resilience.  Promoting resilience is critical, 
though, and Sarwar, et al. (2010) note that having resilience helps students deal with 
academic setbacks, stress, and pressures throughout their educational experience. 
 Because resilience is not part of the observable curriculum, teachers may not be 
comfortable being given the charge of promoting it.  Research contends, though, that 
“resilience is not an individual trait but rather a process” (Hanewald, 2011).  Further, 
there are three kinds of resilience: “overcoming the odds…coping…and recovery from 
trauma” (Hanewald, 2011).  As an educator, the researcher has taught students falling 
into all three categories and it is highly likely that most educators could identify students 
they have taught who fall into each of these categories.  In identifying students who have 
demonstrated these types of resilience, it surely gives the teacher a sense of relief or 
satisfaction; after all, being resilient is an excellent trait to have.  But conversely, there 
are many students who are not resilient and are unable to overcome the odds, cope, or 
recover from a trauma.  So what allows a student to be resilient and what prohibits others 
from doing the same?  To find the best answers to these questions, it was critical to speak 
with students and allow them to enlighten researchers regarding their own experiences. 
While students who struggle to read face problems in the classroom, academics 
are usually not the only area in which they struggle.  Often, these remedial students suffer 
with resiliency.  “An empty pocket with nothing to lose” is “a powerful description of the 
act of reading for young adolescents and remedial readers” (Dionisio, 1989).  This is in 
line with the researcher’s personal experience with remedial readers.  
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 Students who are low academic achievers often face adversity outside of school.  
Schools cannot counteract all of the negative experiences a child may have outside of 
school, but they must attempt to cultivate a resilient student while the child is in school.  
Benard (1993) found that half of children who grow up in adverse conditions do not 
repeat this same pattern in their own adult life, and she describes the resilient child as 
having four main attributes: social competence, problem-solving skills, autonomy, and a 
sense of purpose and future.  Other than problem-solving skills, these are all part of what 
can be called the “hidden curriculum” in schools – they are not always the main focus of 
teachers but are hopefully a byproduct of what happens in the classroom.  But if more 
teachers realized that these four factors are key contributors to promoting resilience in 
children, they may come closer to the forefront of lesson designs.  Teachers need to keep 
this in mind when dealing with all students, especially those who demonstrate academic 
deficiencies.  If they solely focus on academics and ignore the need for students to 
develop resilience, the eventual results could be devastating. 
Resilience is obviously an issue that needs addressed, and some researchers are 
making efforts to determine what educators can do to help students be resilient. Virginia 
Smith Harvey followed the principal of an inner-city school in order to find out how to 
help students be resilient.  Harvey (2007) defines resiliency as “coping effectively with 
difficulties that might otherwise lead to anxiety, depression, withdrawal, physical 
symptoms, or poor achievement.” From studying Charles Jones, the principal of the 
inner-city school she researched, Harvey recognized that one key component to fostering 
resilience is building positive relationships between students and adults (2007).  While 
this may seem obvious, it was one of the most evident aspects to come out of her study.  
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Another way teachers can foster resiliency is by promoting academic feelings of 
competence. Academic success and resilience can be promoted in students by helping 
them develop good study habits (Harvey, 2007).  This is good information for teachers to 
know, and if this study is able to gain the same type of information from students 
participating in the study it will certainly carry more weight. 
 A component of one’s resiliency is one’s self efficacy.  Elizabeth Linnenbrink and 
Paul Pintrich define self-efficacy as “people’s judgments of their capabilities to organize 
and execute courses of action required to attain designated types of performances” – 
basically to answer the question, “Can I complete this task in this situation?” (2003).  
Students’ perceptions of themselves are very important, and having confidence certainly 
carries into the classroom. Linnenbrink and Pintrich (2003) ascertain that self-efficacy 
increases student motivation and engagement, which in turn will result in more learning 
and better achievement.  In order to promote students’ self-efficacy, the researchers offer 
that the teachers help students maintain accurate self-efficacy beliefs, foster the belief 
that ability can always improve through development, and promote students’ self-efficacy 
in specific areas rather than globally (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003).  Self-efficacy is 
commonly associated with resiliency, and again, if students are able to validate this 
notion, the information becomes much more valuable. 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, students’ struggles with literacy are prevalent in the United States.  
Statistics show the percentage of adolescents who are not reading and writing on grade 
level, and these weaknesses carry over into all areas of study, not just English.  Lacking 
the necessary literacy skills in middle and high school can cause students to be less 
resilient, which in turn can push them into participating in risky behaviors that are 
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detrimental to their health and well-being. Students’ reading struggles do not only affect 
the student; rather, they have a ripple effect locally, nationally, and globally.  Therefore, 
it is crucial that schools do what is necessary to promote literacy, and in a world that is 
changing rapidly, it may be necessary for schools to alter their normal way of operating 
and put more timely plans in place.  Many research studies have made recommendations 
regarding students who struggle with reading, but there is a lack of literature regarding 
the perspective of these students and what their educational experience truly is like. 
Current literature clearly depicts the reality of reading deficiencies as well as the impact 
these issues ultimately have on students and society; further, there are several schools of 
thought regarding what impacts these students.  Therefore, conducting this study will be 
able to affirm or refute current ideas, or even create an entirely new school of thought 
concerning the educational experience of a student who struggles with reading. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
Introduction 
 This chapter discusses methods for conducting this study.  The purpose of this 
study was to give middle school students who struggle with reading an opportunity to 
describe their experiences in school.  Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) state, “The purpose of 
phenomenological research is to investigate the meaning of the lived experience of 
people to identify the core essence of human experience or phenomena as described by 
research participants” (p. 32).   The researcher chose to conduct an interpretative 
phenomenological analysis (IPA) because she wanted to view the reality of a situation as 
seen by those directly involved; that is, how students with reading deficiencies 
experience school.  According to Smith, et al. (2009), “IPA is a qualitative research 
approach to the examination of how people make sense of their major life experiences” 
(p.1).  Further, IPA researchers commit to, “…exploring, describing, interpreting, and 
situating the means by which our participants make sense of their experiences” (Smith et 
al., 2009, p. 40). 
Site and Population 
   This study took place at a central Pennsylvania middle school.  The overall 
school district covers almost 90-square miles and is home to more than 22,500 residents.  
In the district are five elementary schools, one middle school, and one high school for a 
total of approximately 4000 students.  An average class size at this school is in the low- 
to mid-20s.  While the population of students is becoming more diverse, the majority of 
students are white, American students.  The middle school is comprised of grades six 
through eight and educates approximately 900 students across the three grades.  The 
researcher is a seventh and eighth grade teacher at the site of research and is thus 
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considered an insider.  When conducting backyard research, various ethical and political 
dilemmas can arise, so the researcher took steps to avoid such issues.  Conducting 
research as an insider was very valuable, however, because it allowed the researcher to 
apply findings to her own situation.  The following chart is a brief snapshot of 
demographics at this middle school during the 2011-12 school year. 
 
Figure 2 School Demographics 
Total Enrollment 898 Students 
Student Enrollment by 
Race/Ethnicity: 
Asian/Pacific Islander 17 
Black 11 
Hispanic 28 
White 819 
Two or more races 23 
Students eligible for free and 
reduced meals 
155 
 
The population for this study was eighth grade students who read below grade 
level.  Participants were identified as eligible based on their reading level as determined 
by the GRADE assessment.  This assessment was administered by a reading specialist, 
and scores were made available to the English teachers who had these students in their 
classes.  Therefore, all participants had the researcher as their English teacher, as data 
from those students regarding reading scores was what was available to the researcher.  
After potential participants had been identified, those who would take place in the 
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research study were selected through purposeful criterion sampling. Smith et al. (2009) 
note, “[s]amples are selected purposively (rather than through probability methods) 
because they can offer a research project insight into a particular experience” (p. 48).  
The criterion used was that participants must read below grade level, must consent to 
participate, and must gain parental consent.  If every student in this population who 
qualified also attained the necessary consents, there could have been as many as 20 
participants, which was too many for this type of study.  Purposeful criterion sampling 
did yield too many participants, so random purposeful sampling was used to fairly 
determine a sample that was representative of the population.   
The sample size that the researcher used to attempt to answer the research 
question was three male participants and three female participants.  “IPA studies are 
conducted on small sample sizes.  The detailed case-by-case analysis of individual 
transcripts takes a long time, and the aim of the study is to write in detail about the 
perceptions and understandings of these participants” (Smith et al., 2009).  Each student 
who was invited to participate accepted the invitation and gained the necessary consents.  
Ultimately, three white male students along with two white female students and one 
Hispanic female student became the population for this study.  This is representative of 
the population of students who were identified as reading below grade level.  The 
following chart is a snapshot of participants’ demographics. 
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Figure 3 Participant Demographics 
Participant’s Name 
(Pseudonyms used) 
Age Race/Ethnicity 
Alex 14 White 
Emma 14 White 
Tessa 14  Hispanic 
Ethan 14 White 
Stella 14 White 
Nick 14 White 
 
 A positive aspect of using this site was that it was convenient to the researcher.  
Conducting the study in a school district with which she is employed allowed the 
researcher access to participants as needed and also allowed for positive relationships 
with others involved in the study to continue to form.  Additionally, if others involved in 
the study had questions or comments, the researcher was easily accessible to them. 
The researcher did not have issues being granted site access to conduct this study.  
The principal of the school was not only on board with the study but was supportive in 
the development of this study and pledged support throughout the duration of the study.  
Further, the superintendent of the district met with the researcher.  During this meeting 
she granted the researcher approval and also worked with the researcher to develop a 
study that would be most beneficial to the district.  There were no costs to the researcher, 
nor did the site will incur any costs.   
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Research Design and Rationale 
 This qualitative study used the interpretative phenomenological analysis design.  
Ultimately, the researcher wanted to explore the phenomenon of what it is like to be a 
student who struggles with reading in today’s school system.  In order to answer the 
major research question, the researcher chose to conduct an interpretative 
phenomenological analysis so that the experiences, realities, and perceptions of those 
actually living this phenomenon could be presented.  In order to understand an experience 
of which one is not part, it is critical to identify the essential qualities of that experience. 
Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), tries to, “…gain a sense of what a 
particular experience is like; the lived world of the subject” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 11).    
It focuses on “personal meaning and sense-making in a particular context, for people who 
share a particular experience” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 45). 
While the research questions in this study could have been designed to represent 
other methods of qualitative research, interpretative phenomenological analysis was the 
method that best offered the opportunity for participants to describe their experiences and 
for the researcher to determine the essence of those experiences.  IPA forced the 
researcher to commit to “[e]xploring, describing, interpreting, and situating the means by 
which…participants make sense of their experiences” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 40).  As the 
researcher, I wanted the participants’ stories to emerge in a way that helped both me as 
well as readers determine the core of the experience of students who are struggling 
readers.   
Smith et al. (2009) state, “IPA research is always concerned with the detailed 
examination of the lived experience.  Therefore, one should not expect one’s research 
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question to be on too grand a scale or too ambitious in its reach” (p. 47).  Rather, having a 
research question that encouraged participants’ stories to emerge in a way that did not 
take into consideration anything other than their personal experiences was critical.  As 
Max Van Manen (1990) notes, “Lived experience is the starting and end point of 
phenomenological research.  The aim of phenomenology is to transform lived experience 
into a textual expression of its essence – in such a way that the effect of the text 
is…something meaningful” (p. 36).  As the researcher, it was my goal to put the 
experiences of participants in this study into a textual representation that could both 
inform and enlighten others. 
Research Methods 
Introduction of Methods Used.   In order to gain an essence of the experience of 
school for a student who struggles with reading, semi-structured open-ended interviews 
were conducted.  Smith et al. (2009) recommend that research questions in IPA, “…focus 
upon people’s understanding of their experiences.  Such questions should be ‘open’ not 
‘closed’, and they should be exploratory, not explanatory” (p. 47).  Additionally, 
interviews are an ideal means of data collection when conducting an interpretative 
phenomenological analysis because it allows participants to give first-hand, personal 
accounts of particular situations.  Throughout the interview, the researcher audiotaped the 
interview, took notes where applicable, and following the interview, transcribed and 
coded it to determine themes that emerged from the participants’ experiences.  In their 
discussion of data collection, Smith et al. (2009) comment, “The aim of an interview is 
largely to facilitate an interaction which permits participants to tell their own stories, in 
their own words.  Thus, for the most part, the participant talks, and the interviewer 
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listens” (p. 57). Figure four depicts the interview questions that were used in order to 
answer the proposed research questions. 
Figure 4 Data Collection Matrix 
Research Question Data 
Collected 
Data Needed to Answer the  
Research Question 
Main question: How do 
students who struggle with 
reading in a middle school 
describe their experiences 
in school as a learner?   
 
 
Semi-
structured 
interview 
questions 
All questions  
 
 
Sub-question: What do 
students who are struggling 
readers identify as having 
an impact on their school 
experience?  
Semi-
structured 
interview 
questions 
• How do you view yourself as a 
reader? 
• Describe your experiences in 
elementary school in your reading 
and Language Arts classes. 
• Describe your experiences in 
middle school in your reading and 
Language Arts classes. 
• Do you think there are supports in 
place to help you improve that 
skill? 
• If you had to read something for a 
class, how would you prefer to 
read it? 
• What type of media do you read 
most outside of school? How 
much is that type of media used in 
your classes? 
• Do you like to read?  Why or why 
not? 
• What is your favorite thing to 
read? 
• Tell me about your history of 
completing assignments that 
involve reading, both in class and 
at home. 
• Tell me about your experiences 
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with reading assignments in 
classes other than English. 
 
Sub-question: What do 
students who are struggling 
readers perceive to be their 
biggest challenges in 
school? 
Semi-
structured 
interview 
questions  
 
 
 
 
 
 
• What area of school do you think 
you struggle with the most? 
a. Why? 
b. Can you tell me about a 
specific time you 
remember struggling and 
take me through that 
experience? 
• When you are given an 
assignment involving reading, 
what is the hardest part for you? 
•  What is your least favorite part of 
the school day and why? 
• In which subject area do you feel 
the least successful in and why? 
• What is one skill you’d like to 
improve upon? 
• What kinds of assignments do you 
think you struggle with most? 
 
Sub-question: What do 
students who are struggling 
readers identify as making 
them feel successful in 
school? 
Semi-
structured 
interview 
questions  
 
• What is your favorite part of the 
school day and why? 
• What subject area do you feel the 
most successful in and why? 
•  Describe for me a time in school 
when you were proud about 
something. 
• What kind of assignments do you 
have the most success with? 
• Think about the class where you 
are the most successful with 
reading and comprehending texts.  
Why do you think you are the 
most successful in this class? 
 
Stages of Data Collection 
 The first step in the process was to obtain IRB approval, which was finalized in 
February, 2013.  Once permission was granted, consent and assent from participants was 
gained.  Four rounds of interviews took place and were coded in March and April, 2013.  
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The number of interviews and participants was confirmed appropriate by Smith et al. 
(2009), who state that, “The issue is quality, not quantity, and given the complexity of 
most human phenomena, IPA studies usually benefit from a concentrated focus on a 
small number of cases” (p. 51).  Final analysis of data took place in May and June, 2013, 
at which time findings were reported and recommendations were given. 
Description of Methods 
 The interviews conducted as the major source of data in this study were semi-
structured and open-ended.  A semi-structured approach was used because although the 
researcher aimed to gain specific information from all respondents, this approach also 
allowed the researcher to respond to any unexpected revelations that may have arose 
(Merriam, 2009).  Interviews consisted of between four and seven predetermined open-
ended questions with the understanding that sub-questions could be added based on the 
answers given by participants.  Additionally, the researcher had an opportunity to revise 
questions as needed if the interview took an unexpected turn.  Questions for the second, 
third, and fourth rounds of interviews were determined based on answers given by 
participants in previous interviews.  
 
Data Analysis 
 Interviews took place four times during this study in order to determine the true 
essence of the phenomenon.  The researcher transcribed data upon completion of every 
two interviews but did not code data until all interviews had been conducted in an effort 
to bracket assumptions and gain a more complete picture.  After all interviews had been 
conducted, the researcher utilized the interpretative phenomenological analysis process as 
cited in Smith et al., 2009.  The first step in the process was for the researcher to listen to 
and re-read transcripts of the data.  Next, the researcher made initial notes, which divided 
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the text into units of meaning.  The more meaningful data became codes for the data.  
After looking at data from each participant, themes emerged, which reduces the volume 
of detail in the data.  Each theme speaks to the essence of what the participants said, and 
themes reflect the participants’ original words as well as the interpretations of the 
researcher.  Finally, the themes helped to develop a narrative, which is the researcher’s 
interpretation.  
Ethical Considerations 
This study had few ethical concerns. One concern in this study was that because 
the researcher had a relationship with participants in the study, participants may have 
shaped their answers in a way which they felt the researcher would have like them 
answered.  However, due to restrictions regarding student information to which teachers 
are privileged, the researcher needed to identify possible participants based on data she 
received on her own students.  The questions were designed to be exploratory rather than 
explanatory, and the researcher designed interview questions in such a way as to 
minimize the opportunity for students to answer with a bias.  Formulating questions in 
this way helped diminish ethical concerns.  Johnson and Christensen (2008) speak to the 
importance of the interviewer establishing a rapport with the interviewee while also 
remaining impartial to what the participants says. Further, they note the importance of a 
trusting relationship between the interviewer and interviewee. The researcher had a 
history of developing a positive rapport with students which proved helpful in gaining 
honest feedback from participants.   
 This research took several measures to ensure ethics throughout the study.  Active 
consent, rather than passive consent, was the only acceptable consent for this study, and 
was required from both student participants and their parents.  Further, all participants 
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were reminded throughout the study that information they provided the researcher was 
strictly confidential and that if they felt uncomfortable at any time, they could opt out of 
the study. 
Validity and Reliability 
In order to ensure that the instrument being used (in this case, the interview 
questions) was reliable, the researcher took several measures.  Before interviewing the 
participants of the study, the researcher used the intended questions to conduct interviews 
with two other teachers who had these potential participants in class.  By doing this, the 
researcher had a chance to get feedback regarding clarity of the questions.  Additionally, 
the researcher had the opportunity to make adjustments to the interview based on the 
experience of interviewing the initial group of teachers.  This study also employed 
internal consistency reliability, as there was only one version of the instrument, and each 
participant in the study completed the instrument (Creswell, 2008).  
The researcher was also concerned with validity.  Because there were four other 
colleagues of the researcher who also taught classes comprised of struggling readers, the 
researcher could get feedback on the interview questions in order to establish whether the 
questions were representative of the area of interest.  These colleagues are reading 
specialists and therefore considered experts in their field.  Another aspect of validity is 
construct validity (Creswell, 2008).  The researcher met with one of these colleagues in 
order to determine if answers given by students during the interview were relevant and if 
generalizations about this population could be made based on responses of the 
participants.   
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Researcher’s Biases 
 One concern in conducting an interpretative phenomenological analysis is that the 
researcher needs to be able to bracket his or her assumptions and allow the reality of the 
situation to emerge solely based on the experiences as described by the participants.  The 
researcher was the English teacher of participants in the study and also has taught 
struggling readers for the past eight years.  Because of this, she had assumptions 
regarding these students.  One assumption was that struggling readers do not just struggle 
with reading-related assignments in English class but that they also struggle with such 
assignments in other subject areas.  This supposition had been reached due to 
conversations about these students with other teachers on the same curricular team and 
also by listening to anecdotes told by the students regarding their other classes.  Another 
assumption of the researcher was that students who struggle with academics also lack 
resilience and self-efficacy.  This had been determined through observations of and 
conversations with these students.   
 In spite of having biases, the main goal of the researcher was to hear the stories of 
these students and ultimately attempt to make their stories known to other educators in 
order to enhance their educational experience.  Therefore, the researcher took all 
necessary measures to bracket her biases in order to gain pure data and answer the 
research question. 
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Chapter 4: Findings, Results, and Interpretations 
Introduction 
This chapter details the findings, results, and interpretations that emerged from 
the participants’ descriptions of their experiences of being struggling readers in middle 
school.  The researcher used an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), as the 
approach offered the researcher the ability to move from a singular idea to a set of shared 
ideas in order to understand a phenomenon.  In this case, the phenomenon was a middle 
school student’s struggle with reading.  In this IPA study, data was gathered from 
interviews, and the analysis forced the researcher to develop codes from the data rather 
than using a review of the literature in an attempt to apply codes to the research.  This is 
important, because in an interpretative phenomenological analysis, the purpose of the 
literature review is to identify a gap and learn something about participants rather than 
find information to apply to the study (Smith et al, 2009). 
The purpose of this study was to give eighth grade students who struggle with 
reading an opportunity to describe their experiences in school.  The researcher in this 
study had a personal interest in understanding this population of student, as she is an 
eighth grade teacher who often works with students having difficulties with reading.  
Since high-stakes testing became more prevalent and job skills changed because of 
advances in the use of science and technology, it became more crucial that students leave 
school with the necessary literacy skills to be productive citizens.   
Many studies have been done regarding struggling readers, such as those by Wise 
(2009), Carnine and Carnine (2004), and Denti (2004), but few studies captured the 
students’ perspective of going through school while struggling with reading.  This study 
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addressed the issue of an increase in the number of students who struggle with reading in 
the district where the study was conducted from the students’ point of view, and these 
findings can be a starting point in understanding struggling readers in other school 
districts.  A 2006 study by the Alliance for Excellent Education claimed that, “Today, 
millions of students are leaving school unprepared for college, work, and the many 
demands of adulthood” (pg.1).  The study also noted that the 25 fasted growing 
professions have higher than average literacy demands (“Adolescent literacy,” 2006).  It 
is important to determine whether the current system is helping to improve students’ 
literacy abilities. The research of Guthrie and Davis (2003) specifically focuses on 
teachers who work with remedial readers, and they surmise that low confidence and 
feeling socially marginalized may be reasons these students struggle with reading.  
Benard (1993) believes that it is absolutely crucial for schools to work on promoting 
resilience in students.   Bandura (1993) notes, “It is difficult to achieve much while 
fighting self doubt” (p. 118). This means that self-doubt on the part of a student can be 
related to their focus on struggles with reading, supporting the idea that self-doubt is the 
basis of one’s low self-efficacy.  This claim by Bandura supported one of the researcher’s 
main findings, which was that students experience more success in classes where they 
feel comfortable and are successful on a regular basis, thus increasing their resiliency. 
 Allington (1994) believes that the amount of reading in a student’s education is 
crucial and that the way in which schools provide remediation rarely helps kids with 
literacy development.  Additionally, the “[s]heer quantity of reading experience is an 
important factor in children’s literacy development” (Allington, 1994, p. 4), and kids who 
are achieving lower levels of literacy proficiency generally read less in school compared 
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to kids who have higher proficiency levels of literacy (Allington, 1994).  This study 
served as a way to gain perspective from students who are achieving at the lower literacy 
levels that Allington mentions in order to determine the amount of reading they’re 
exposed to and whether the programs provided to them in school have helped with their 
literacy development.  Therefore, this study aimed to learn about student experiences in 
an attempt to determine if changes need to be made or if there are parts of the current 
program that seem to be working for these students at the middle school where the study 
was conducted. 
In order for the researcher to gain a full understanding of the essence of the 
participants’ experiences, the major research question studied was as follows: How do 
students who struggle with reading in a middle school describe their experiences in 
school as a learner?  The following subquestions were studied in order to gain a deeper 
understanding of participants’ experiences: 
• What do students who struggle with reading perceive to be their biggest 
challenges in school? 
• What do students who struggle with reading identify as having an impact on their 
school experience? 
• What do students who struggle with reading identify as making them feel 
successful in school? 
Chapter 3 described the data collection methodology for this study, which included 
interviewing participants four times to gain a robust picture of their experiences.  In this 
chapter the findings from the data are organized in the following format.  First, quotes 
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from each student were presented to support the development of codes from the interview 
data.  These quotes helped the researcher pull the most meaningful information from the 
data and manageably condense it (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2013).  The researcher 
found six common areas among all the interviews, which generated the following codes: 
areas of weakness, strengths, comparison to other students, attitude towards grades, 
improvements, and attitudes about reading.  Second, the researcher developed a rich 
narrative for each student, allowing for the researcher to unbracket her experiences in 
order to interact with the experiences of participants.  In these narratives and subsequent 
presentation of data, pseudonyms were used. 
From this first process of working with the interview data, the researcher developed 
two major themes from the codes: self-perception and support. Self-perception is defined 
in this study as the way a student views him or herself.  Each code under the overall 
theme of self-perception can be tied back to Bandura’s (1993) theory of self-efficacy, 
which states, “…efficacy beliefs influence how people feel, think, motivate themselves, 
and behave” (p. 118).  Support refers to areas in which students identified they were 
given support, believe they need support, or would like to improve.  This theme is 
supported by Benard’s (2004) theory of resilience, which shows that resilient students are 
able to bounce back from shortcomings or failure and also that students want to feel 
successful. The  findings emerged from this process of the researcher looking at the 
themes across all six participants in order to determine what commonalities were present 
and thus a part of the overall phenomenon. The themes contributed to understanding the 
overall schooling experience of these students who struggle with reading at this research 
site.  
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Findings 
 This IPA study gave middle school students who struggle with reading an 
opportunity to detail what they experience in their central Pennsylvania middle school. 
Each participant in the study shared their thoughts and feelings regarding their struggles, 
successes, and general schooling experience which allowed their voices to be heard by 
the researcher.  These voices focus on personal meaning and sense-making in a particular 
context, and thus present a view of a particular phenomenon from those directly 
experiencing it.  Findings from the researcher’s experiences are structured in two ways.  
First, statements from each participant were given to support the six codes.  This helped 
the researcher organize the large amount of interview data related to each code. Second, 
following the statements, a detailed narrative was developed to allow the individuals’ 
voices to be heard.  The narratives help answer the research questions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
50 
 
Participant 1 – Alex 
Figure 5 Alex Quotes by Code 
 
 
Areas of 
Weakness 
Strengths Comparison 
to Other 
Students 
Attitude 
Toward 
Grades 
Improvements Attitude 
About 
Reading 
I can’t 
speak as 
fluently as I 
could 
before in 
elementary 
school. 
I think I 
like math 
because 
that’s 
mostly 
what I’m 
best at and 
you don’t 
have to 
read as 
much. 
In 
elementary 
school they 
read quicker 
and faster 
than me and I 
still had to 
struggle. 
I complete 
most 
assignments 
but not all of 
them that 
are too hard. 
Don’t have to 
stop and look 
at words now. 
If it’s a 
book I pick 
I like to 
read. 
I have 
struggled 
with 
reading 
some of the 
words. 
I can read 
quickly 
because I know 
most words. 
I think my 
teachers 
choose 
books that 
most 
people are 
interested 
in just not 
me. 
A little bit 
of 
everything 
is hard for 
me. 
Probably, 
my most 
successful 
class is 
English 
because 
like, pretty 
much the 
books are 
easier 
instead of 
like 
science. 
When we do 
a project and 
I like what 
we’re doing, 
I’m really 
good and I 
get like a B 
or an A on 
it, that’s 
when I feel 
the best. 
I’ve improved 
in reading from 
elementary 
until now. 
Reading big 
words that I 
have never 
seen before 
and reading 
fluently is 
the hardest 
part for me. 
When I 
have to do 
book 
reports, to 
read and do 
an essay, 
that’s 
probably 
the hardest 
for me. 
If I’m 
interested 
in a book I 
can follow 
along better 
with what 
they’re 
doing. 
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Alex Narrative 
 Participant 1, “Alex,” is a fourteen year old white male who has always lived in 
this school district.  He has one younger sister, is heavily involved in sports, and travels 
extensively for his sports both across the United States and in Canada.  Alex is a popular 
eighth grade student who is well-liked by his peers and hopes to attend a four year 
college in order to pursue a collegiate sports career, but is undecided regarding what he 
would major he would choose. 
 In class, the hallways, and at lunch, Alex is extremely outgoing and friendly. His 
demeanor was similar throughout the interview process when discussing his favorite 
classes and telling his success stories.  Conversely though, he seemed sad when 
discussing his weaknesses or comparison to other students.  Alex identified that he has 
struggled with reading since elementary school, when “[t]hey read quicker and faster than 
me and I still had to struggle,” but that the gap has closed now that he is in middle school.  
Based on statements made by Alex, it seems as though his self-efficacy has improved in 
middle school.  However, he also said, “I can’t speak as fluently as I could before…in 
elementary school.”  It was very interesting that he chose to use a word like fluently, 
which is not usually in the vocabulary of eighth grade students, especially those who 
admittedly dislike reading.  This led the researcher to wonder if Alex understands what 
fluency is, because he also stated that he believes he can read better now that he could 
before.  One possibility is that Alex has been told or has heard that his fluency is a 
weakness and this is something to which he attached his perceived ability level.  Alex has 
been in an English class for remedial readers in both his seventh and eighth grade years, 
and also took reading class rather than a foreign language each year.  According to Alex, 
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allowing him more opportunities to read and be in classes where fluency and 
comprehension are the focus has been beneficial. 
 Alex exuded maturity as he discussed the types of reading he likes to do, the types 
of literature that was chosen in various classes, and how they related to the rest of the 
class.  He realized that his teachers tried to choose texts from which most students can 
benefit, and although he may not have enjoyed each text selected he understood why they 
were chosen.  Alex was able to articulate that he likes action and adventure stories.  
While it would be difficult for every student to be reading a different book at all times, it 
is important to note that even students who are reading below grade level and are 
identified as struggling readers may have an interest in various types of literature, so 
providing choices for students is critical.  Alex alluded to the fact that being motivated by 
and caring about texts has a significant impact on his self-efficacy.  He said, “I have an 
easier time reading action and adventure than something like a science book,” and, “If 
I’m interested in a book I can follow along better with what they’re doing.”  This clearly 
demonstrates the importance of making sure students have some vested interest in what 
they are being asked to read or if they do not that they at least understand the importance 
of why they are being asked to read and comprehend a text.  Especially in the case of 
students who struggle with reading, it is crucial that students are able to make a 
connection to a text.  The students obviously recognize that they struggle with reading, so 
in order to invest time and effort into reading, comprehending, and demonstrating their 
understanding of a text, they need to see meaning; otherwise, they may decide they are 
unable to complete the task before they even try. 
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 Alex’s English teacher noted that he completed fewer assignments in his eighth 
grade year than he did during his seventh grade year.  As Alex explained, when he is 
given an assignment that involves reading, especially in a class like American history or 
science, he is less likely to complete it because “the reading part and the assignment part” 
is hard.  Alex even noted a lack of effort when working on word problems in math, his 
self-proclaimed best subject, because the problems are harder to understand.  Because the 
researcher is on a curricular team with Alex’s history, science, and math teachers, she 
was able to gain insight regarding the reading assignments they give.  Two of the three 
teachers admitted that they are more concerned with the content as opposed to 
comprehension, and one teacher noted that she is planning to revise the way she uses 
reading assignments next year in order to make sure more students understand what they 
are reading.  This also speaks to the fact that most textbooks are written at a very high 
level.  For a student like Alex who still reads below grade level, it may not be that he’s 
unable to understand concepts but that he is unable to comprehend the text in an effort to 
understand concepts within the text.  Additionally, when he notes that “the assignment 
part” is the most difficult, this may be an indication that Alex has trouble understanding 
what the question is even asking. 
 Alex’s data demonstrates his personal satisfaction in doing well in school.  He 
commented, “When we do a project and I like what we’re doing, I’m really good and I 
get like a B or an A on it, that’s when I feel best.”  Here, Alex placed two conditions on 
what impacts his ability to feel successful.  The first condition is that he should like what 
is being done.  This may be a given, as he has mentioned that he is less likely to complete 
a task at all if he is disinterested.  The second part of Alex feeling successful hinges upon 
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grades, and earning a B or an A causes him to feel the greatest success.  These conditions 
are critical to consider when designing instruction and assessments for students, 
especially struggling readers.  Additionally, math is the subject area in which he scores 
the highest grades, and he was visibly happier talking about his experiences in that class 
as opposed to our conversation about his struggles in American history.   
 Alex believes he is the most successful with comprehending what he reads in 
English class, and he noted that the books were easier and he didn’t have to read as much. 
However, because the researcher is also Alex’s English teacher, she is able to affirm that 
the books being used in Alex’s class with other remedial readers are the same books used 
in the classes of proficient and advanced readers.  The means of reading are different; for 
example, much more independent and partner reading is done in classes where students 
are reading at a higher level, while more whole-group reading is utilized in the class of 
remedial readers.  However, as the year progresses, the teacher scaffolds the way of 
reading to include more partner reading and individual reading.  Further, when reading 
together as a class, all students are expected to take a turn reading aloud, and doing this 
seems to improve their confidence and their fluency.  Alex is a student who often 
volunteered to read, and like many of his classmates, seemed confident in attempting to 
answer discussion questions, even if they were asked in front of the entire class.  The 
researcher kept this in mind when considering Alex’s answer that his most successful and 
“easiest” class was English.  Again, this speaks to Alex’s self-efficacy, and although he 
may not employ the feeling that he can be successful in all classes, he is at least 
beginning to demonstrate positive self-efficacy in some subject areas. 
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Participant 2 – Emma 
Figure 6 Emma Quotes by Code 
Areas of 
Weakness 
Strengths Comparison 
to Other 
Students 
Attitude 
Toward 
Grades 
Improvements Attitude 
About 
Reading 
[In classes 
such as 
health or 
science] 
it’s a little 
bit harder 
cause it’s 
like, harder 
to 
understand. 
English. 
Because I 
do all my 
work and I 
do the best 
I can and I 
get a good 
grade. 
Math. Trying 
to solve the 
problem and 
being right 
and then 
catching up 
with 
everybody. 
I put a lot 
of focus 
into it and 
I don’t 
slack off. 
[In middle 
school] I’ve 
done much 
better. 
I think I’m 
very good at 
reading and I 
love to do it 
anyway. 
It’s kind of 
with the 
reading, I 
don’t 
understand 
word 
problems 
most of the 
time. 
I think I’m 
very good 
at reading. 
I work hard 
when others 
don’t. 
Yes I do 
[complete 
most 
assignmen
ts I’m 
given]. 
I think it’s 
because I’m 
reading more 
often than 
usual. 
I do it in my 
free time. 
It is my 
favorite class. 
Summa-
rizing it in 
a way that 
people can 
understand 
it. 
[My 
elementary 
school 
experience in 
reading] was 
kind of both, 
because I had 
to do speech 
and I needed 
like help with 
my reading 
because my 
comprehen-
sion was really 
bad. 
Science is a 
little bit 
harder to 
know 
because 
you need to 
learn a lot 
of new 
terms and 
you have to 
study a lot. 
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Emma Narrative 
 Emma is a fourteen year old white female who lives with her mom, dad, and one 
younger sister.  Her parents are very involved in her education and very supportive.  
Despite being shy and reserved during her seventh grade year, Emma became much more 
confident and assertive in eighth grade and even joined the track team.  Of all six 
participants in this study, she showed the most improvement in reading and 
comprehension, and her parents have contacted her teachers several times to 
acknowledge the strides she made.  Emma is well liked by her peers and although she has 
no shortage of students wanting to work with her in class, she has a small group of close 
friends with whom she spends most of her time. 
 Although Emma is still reading slightly below grade level, she has made drastic 
improvements over the past year and it is easy for the researcher to see why she is so 
confident, as she claimed, “I think I’m very good at reading.”  In addition to this 
statement, she mentions that she reads in her free time and believes she has improved 
because, “I’m reading more often than usual.”  Emma is a shining example of self-
efficacy and resilience having an impact on a student’s ability and willingness to tackle a 
difficult subject. She has always been part of this school district and although she notes 
that in elementary school she needed speech and reading supports, she is quick to 
mention that these supports were helpful in allowing her to improve and make progress as 
a reader.  This is evident in the way she carries herself in the classroom.  She is usually 
eager to volunteer, and other students often come to her for help and guidance when 
working on a project or other assignment. 
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 Emma’s eyes light up as she talks about her favorite books.  She claims to like all 
the books she reads in her English and reading class, and can immediately recall both her 
favorite book she read in class and her favorite overall book.  Further, when talking about 
reading for subjects that many remedial readers find difficult, such as health, science, and 
American history, she states that while they’re a bit more difficult to understand, she still 
enjoys reading for other subject areas. The researcher believes this speaks volumes to her 
confidence and improvements, as these are common subject areas in which students who 
struggle with reading find the most difficulty.  However, due to her overall love of 
reading, Emma still enjoys reading information from various text books. 
 A defining characteristic of Emma is her careful attention to detail. While many 
students rush to get through an assignment, she is very particular in making sure she 
understands the assignment, completing the assignment, and subsequently checking her 
work.  When asked to discuss the area in which she feels least successful, Emma said, 
“Math. Trying to solve the problem and being right and then catching up with 
everybody.”  While eighth grade math classes in this school district are homogeneously 
grouped, they only take into account a student’s overall achievement – the end result.  So 
for a student like Emma who takes her time on tests and quizzes that attest to her ability, 
she does well and is put in a higher-level class.  But when doing classroom activities such 
as working with the whiteboards or participating in games, many of which are based on 
speed and accuracy, she tends to struggle.  In her English class though, which is also 
comprised of students of her ability level, she is more confident in her ability to produce 
something substantial and thus seems more willing to take additional time that her peers 
may not utilize.  When moving into the role of an educator, the researcher has tried to 
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incorporate more games and contests into her English class to make it more exciting.  
However, after listening to and analyzing data from Emma, it seems important to make 
all students feel successful rather than making them compete against one another in an 
area that already proves difficult.  Even if games or contests are played individually, that 
may put added pressure on students to perform at a faster rate than they are comfortable. 
 Throughout the interview process, Emma mentioned several times that she has 
trouble in classes like science due to the fact that there are new terms to learn on top of 
having to comprehend new information.  She reveals that science is hard to understand 
and is frustrating.  When asked to name her favorite class though, after careful 
consideration, she chooses reading.  Interestingly enough, reading is a support class taken 
in place of foreign language, but many remedial readers chose it as their favorite class.  It 
is the belief of the researcher that this class makes students feel successful and 
encourages a love of reading instead of turning students off to reading.  It provides more 
opportunities for them to expand upon the basic strategies for comprehending a text, 
allows them the chance to read more frequently, both aloud and individually, and having 
two classes in which various texts introduced increases the probability that students will 
find something that appeals to their interests. 
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Participant 3 – Tessa 
Figure 7 Tessa Quotes by Code 
Areas of 
Weakness 
Strengths Comparison 
to Other 
Students 
Attitude 
Toward 
Grades 
Improvements Attitude 
About 
Reading 
[In elementary 
school] I did 
bad in like, 
Language Arts 
and English 
and stuff 
because it, I 
can’t read as 
fast as other 
people. 
My favorite 
class is 
probably 
English and 
that’s 
because I 
understand 
it the most. 
I’m a bit 
slower than 
other people.  
It takes me 
awhile to 
read other 
things that 
students can 
read faster. 
I was 
proud 
when I 
made 
honor 
roll for 
the first 
time. 
I went to a 
reading class 
and it helped 
more than me 
just going by 
myself. 
Depending 
on what I’m 
reading, 
like, if it has 
a lot of like, 
conversation 
in it then yes 
[I like to 
read]. 
Science and 
social studies. 
Because the 
class goes too 
fast and 
sometimes 
they move 
over really 
quickly to the 
next topic, too 
fast for our 
understanding. 
I’m more 
successful in 
math 
because 
that’s not 
requiring a 
lot of 
reading. 
Sixth and 
seventh grade 
was more 
difficult and as 
I got into 
eighth grade, 
cause I went to 
a reading class, 
it was easier. 
[My favorite 
thing to read 
is] more 
like, non-
fiction. 
Being able to 
understand it 
after I read it. 
Hands-on 
assignments. 
[Reading class] 
was helpful. 
[I prefer to 
read] with a 
group. So 
there’s not 
like me just 
reading, I 
can hear 
somebody 
else read so 
I could 
understand 
it. 
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Tessa Narrative 
 Tessa is a fourteen-year-old Hispanic female who has attended this school district 
throughout her entire middle school experience.  She lives with her mom and dad and, 
occasionally, two siblings. Her older brother is in jail and she often talks about the 
mistakes he’s made and her desire to follow a different path.  She is well liked by many 
of her peers and has a very big personality which sometimes gets her into trouble.  She 
claims she gets in trouble most when she sticks up for herself but also admits that she 
occasionally enjoys “girl drama.”  Although she was against joining any extra-curricular 
activities in seventh grade, she became a cheerleader in eighth grade and started attending 
more school functions.  She decided midway through her eighth grade year that she 
wanted to attend vo-tech to pursue a trade because she believes it will give her a better 
chance at getting into a trade school after high school and will help her get a job.  She is 
very self-aware of her abilities and is also aware of the world around her.  She is accurate 
in detailing her strengths in terms of looking at future endeavors, such as courses to take 
in high school and at vo-tech.  Tessa has been in the remedial reader English class for 
both seventh and eighth grades, and also took reading during those two years. 
 Tessa views herself as a slower reader than her peers, as evident by her statement, 
“I’m a bit slower than other people. It takes me awhile to read other things that students 
can read faster.”  However, this is not the case in English class, where the researcher saw 
her flourish as a reader. Among her peers of similar ability level, she was a shining star 
where reading was concerned.  She mentioned “The Diary of Anne Frank” being her 
favorite story, and she would volunteer daily for the part of Anne, which was the largest 
role.  This speaks to her confidence, as she was far less likely to volunteer to read in front 
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of the class in seventh grade.  She always made sure to read for participation points as a 
seventh grader, but as an eighth grader she seemed to volunteer more because she 
enjoyed reading and would become upset if she was not selected to read.  The consistent 
practice and participation paid off, as both the researcher and Tessa were aware of 
Tessa’s gains in reading.  Tessa said, “My favorite class is probably English, and that’s 
because I understand it the most,” which demonstrates the confidence she had in her 
ability when in this class.  This was a vastly different experience than her willingness to 
read in classes such as science and social studies though, where her teachers noted that 
she volunteered far less and was often uncomfortable reading.  This is likely because, as 
Tessa notes, science and social studies were harder for her to understand, both in actual 
reading and also in comprehension.  She claimed, “I’m less successful in social studies 
because it’s reading a lot.  I read it but then I won’t remember it so I’ll just like move 
on.”   
Tessa could be much more successful in subject areas in which she struggles if 
she utilized the strategies that make her so successful in English and reading, but 
somewhere in the school system there seems to be a disconnect.  It stands to reason that 
because her reading and comprehension have been improving in English and reading 
class that she would also be improving in her other content areas.  However, it seems that 
the relationship between classes where reading is concerned is not being seen by students. 
Further, she remarked that it was easier for her to understand content when she heard 
other people reading, so in classes where new terms are constantly introduced, it makes 
sense that she would be reluctant to read.  Finally, the social studies and science classes 
are heterogeneously grouped, which may have turned Tessa off from volunteering. 
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 Having a class like reading available for students to take allows them to be 
exposed to various texts on a more consistent basis. For example, the amount of non-
fiction and fiction pieces able to be presented in an English class can be doubled by the 
student taking reading class.  Tessa comments that eighth grade was easier because she 
went to a reading class.  This goes against research by Allington (1994) which claims that 
the way schools provide remediation rarely helps with literacy development.  She stated 
several times throughout the interview that reading class was both helpful as well as 
responsible for her improvements.  Additionally, she became more interested in non-
fiction, which is unusual for eighth graders, especially females, based on their usual 
reactions when the researcher presents a non-fiction text.  However, this may be due to 
the fact that various types of non-fiction were able to be presented with Tessa having 
reading in addition to English. 
Tessa talked about her preference to work with a group in order to hear what other 
people have to say.  She said that when she has to read on her own in social studies, she 
just moves on if she doesn’t remember something.  This is a coping strategy that many 
students who fear being behind their peers utilize in order to appear to be of similar 
ability level.  Unfortunately, this is ultimately detrimental to the student, especially in 
classes like science and social studies where units of study build upon the previous units.  
Hearing Tessa talk about her struggles with comprehension in subjects other than English 
solidified the researcher’s belief that students who struggle with reading not only have 
issues in other subject areas but may struggle even more due to the structure and nature of 
these courses.  It also prompted the researcher to evaluate the activities in her class, 
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especially the importance of providing opportunities for students to work and share 
information with partners and in groups. 
 When asked what skill she’d like to improve upon, Tessa answered she’d like to 
improve her reading because it would help her understand things better.  This speaks to 
her self-awareness regarding both her ability level where reading is concerned as well as 
the positive impact that could come from improving her reading.  Most importantly 
though, she recognizes that her English and reading classes are supports in place that will 
help her improve that skill (reading) and says she is happy that there are classes like 
reading.  She also lists English, which is designed to remediate students like Tessa who 
read below grade level, as her favorite. This helps solidify the notion that is important to 
provide students with remedial opportunities in order to help them close gaps in their 
learning. 
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Participant 4 - Ethan 
Figure 8 Ethan Quotes by Code 
Areas of Weakness Strengths Attitude 
Toward Grades 
Improvements Attitude 
About 
Reading 
If she gives us like, 
makes us read a 
story and then does 
it for homework and 
doesn’t let us look at 
the thing it’s a little 
harder. 
If it’s a 
project where 
we fill in 
like, one 
where we did 
in science, 
where we 
just cut, 
filled it in, 
cut it out, 
and pasted it 
on a piece of 
paper.  Like 
a graphic 
organizer 
type thing, 
that’s easier 
to do. 
I can get the 
teacher’s help 
and she can help 
me correct it and 
make sure it’s 
good. 
In elementary 
school when I 
had reading I 
was with this 
teacher…and I 
always go there 
to read and help 
me. I don’t 
remember [what 
other people in 
my class did 
while I was 
there]. 
Not too bad. 
I just, I get 
words mixed 
up 
sometimes, I 
don’t have 
dyslexia but I 
just mix up 
some letters. History because of 
all the projects we 
do. 
In elementary 
when I got on 
the Honor Roll 
for the first and 
only time, it was 
the fourth grade, 
I was really 
happy about it. 
I struggle with 
finding information 
for my hero, I 
couldn’t find much 
on him. 
I enjoy 
reading class. 
I have trouble 
finding information. 
For other 
classes 
[reading is] 
quite easy. 
Like math. 
Reading, it 
depends like, 
what projects 
because if we 
read a book 
and she gives 
us a lot of 
questions 
that’s easy 
because you 
get to use the 
passage. 
[In math] it’s mostly 
the length and how 
the problems are 
worded. Cause if it’s 
worded where I 
don’t understand it, I 
won’t be able to 
complete it. 
 
Ethan Narrative 
 Ethan is a fourteen-year-old white male student who has always been enrolled in 
this school district. He lives with his mom, dad, and two sisters.  Ethan is an extremely 
friendly kid who gets along well with both his teachers and his peers.  He is a little young 
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from a maturity standpoint but really started to mature toward the middle and end of his 
eighth grade year.  His mother is very involved in his education and kept up with his 
teachers consistently throughout the year.  Ethan’s mother not only accepted his reading 
struggles but embraced them, continually seeking out opportunities for him to gain more 
help and thanking his teachers for providing assistance.  She even sought the advice of 
his teachers in selecting appropriate classes for him to take in ninth grade.  It is the 
opinion of the researcher that the attitude Ethan’s mother had regarding his ability level 
where reading was concerned had a very positive impact on Ethan, as he always worked 
hard and was as happy with a B or a C as many students are when they earn an A.   
Ethan was in reading class in both seventh and eighth grade and was also in 
English class with the researcher those two years.  In the beginning of seventh grade, he 
was definitely one of the lowest-level readers and had much difficulty with even basic 
comprehension.  However, by the end of seventh grade, there was a distinct difference in 
his confidence level.  In eighth grade he became much more aware of his strengths and 
weaknesses in the classroom and sought help when necessary, which helped him 
improve.  Perhaps the reason that Ethan made consistent gains was because he was not as 
aware of and didn’t dwell upon his reading struggles; therefore, it was not an excuse for 
him.  As the English teacher of this population of students, it is sometimes a challenge to 
have these students in back to back years.  They may grow resentful toward the 
instructor, especially when being pushed to work in and improve upon areas in which 
they are uncomfortable.  However, after analyzing Ethan’s data, in conjunction with 
observations made by the researcher, it seems as though this method of educating these 
students has allowed positive relationships to emerge and student resiliency to improve.  
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When asked what skill he thought he needed to improve upon most, Ethan said he 
needed to be able to draw better in art.  As a student who earned mostly B’s and C’s in 
his major classes, these were not at the forefront of his thoughts when determining what 
he needed to improve.  This could be because he believed he was receiving support and 
was achieving to his full potential where reading was concerned, but wasn’t doing the 
same in art class.  It could also be that the student made gains in his reading and was 
satisfied with reaching that level of achievement or did not believe he could or needed to 
improve further. 
During our first interview, Ethan talked at length about his experiences with 
reading remediation in elementary school. Not only did he remember the teacher’s name 
who provided him with instruction, but he remembered where it was and what they 
would do.  He did not seem embarrassed or upset that he had to leave his peers and 
receive one-on-one attention.  In fact, when asked what the other students were doing 
while he was getting help, he didn’t remember.  This lead the researcher to believe that 
Ethan did not feel like he was missing out on anything or being socially marginalized; 
rather, he noted that his reading improved by working with her.  Ethan also talked about 
elementary school when asked to describe a time he felt proud.  He stated, “In elementary 
when I got on the honor roll for the first and only time, it was the fourth grade, I was 
really happy about it.”  While it is good that he is able to recall a time he was proud, this 
indicates that he has not felt proud in four years.  It is troubling that although he believes 
his skills have improved, and his teacher has seen gains in his reading abilities, he cannot 
recall being proud of anything for the past four years.  This study has shown the positive 
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impact that feeling successful has on students, and it is important that educators provide 
opportunities for students to feel successful and recognize their own successes. 
When discussing his experiences in reading and English in the middle school, he 
again talked happily about the teachers he had as well as class activities.  He even noted 
that his reading teacher was his favorite, and claimed, “I enjoy reading class.”  In the 
researcher’s history of working with struggling readers, many students tend to shy away 
from areas in which they have problems.  The opposite is true of Ethan though, and by 
providing him with an opportunity to read more, he was also able to develop what seems 
like more of an appreciation for reading – enough to name it as his favorite class. 
Despite Ethan’s sweet, usually positive demeanor, he was visibly bothered when 
talking about his most difficult subject, history.  He spoke about his struggles with all of 
the projects he had to do in history, and mentioned that when he was late with one aspect 
of a project it threw him off for the rest of the project.  He also talked in detail about a 
particular project in which he had to read a book individually and identify pertinent 
information on his topic to eventually write an essay.  Ethan said that not only did he 
have a late start because he was absent, but the due dates were too short for him to keep 
up, and in the end he is not entirely sure what the topic of his essay did. “I struggle with 
finding information…I couldn’t find much on him, it was mostly of, cause he has a 
college named after him or I think he founded it, I’m not really sure.”  Although this 
statement was made by Ethan, it was true of many students, especially those who struggle 
with reading, throughout the duration of this project.  The instructor broke down the 
project into sections, requiring that only a few facts were completed each day, but for a 
student who struggles to read information at an appropriate level, it was difficult.  
68 
 
Further, to then ask the student to locate the most important information proved very 
challenging.  Ethan also noted that he becomes easily distracted when reading a book, 
which was another obstacle for him to overcome.   
Ethan briefly spoke about his likelihood to complete projects involving reading.  
He quickly stated that the hardest part is doing the actual reading, but also noted that the 
length of the project and support he receives in class is a major factor in whether he 
completes it and how well he does.  Although Ethan’s comprehension skills improved 
throughout his middle school career, he still seems to crave the comfort that comes from 
completing an assignment in school and having the instructor available for immediate 
feedback or reassurance.   
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Participant 5 - Stella 
Figure 9 Stella Quotes by Code 
Areas of 
Weakness 
Strengths Attitude 
Toward 
Grades 
Improvements Attitude About 
Reading 
When I don’t 
know the 
words, like in 
reading. 
[At reading] I’m 
pretty good. 
[I was proud] 
when I had like, 
high grades in 
all my classes. 
[I’d like to 
improve] reading 
because I 
struggle with it a 
lot.  
Pretty good.  
Sometimes a 
little bad, but 
like, okay. 
[I don’t 
always 
complete 
assignments 
outside of 
class 
because] I 
wouldn’t 
understand it.  
[I feel most 
successful in] 
English. I 
understand most 
of it. I can 
comprehend 
most of the 
things we read 
and study and 
stuff. 
It’s like, it’s just 
kind of 
something I’m 
not into. 
Science 
because I’m 
not all that 
interested in 
science 
things. 
In reading class 
when we read 
aloud we 
usually, like, 
take time when 
we have trouble 
with a word. 
In reading we 
had to bring a 
book home and 
read it and then 
like, come back 
with the stuff.  It 
was, I was 
interested in the 
book so it was 
pretty like, easy 
for me, but like, 
if I’m not 
interested in the 
book then it 
would be, you 
know, harder. 
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Stella Narrative 
 Stella is a fourteen-year-old white female who lives with her mom and dad.  Her 
mom had health complications throughout Stella’s tenure in middle school, so Stella was 
absent frequently surrounding her mom’s surgeries and recovery periods.  In seventh 
grade, Stella was very outgoing and talkative but became more reserved in eighth grade.  
In many ways she matured and lost some of the seventh grade “silliness,” but in other 
ways she seemed to be a bit introverted.  She would go through periods of time where her 
work was very well done and carefully corrected, and other periods of time where it was 
difficult to get her to complete an assignment.  This seemed to correlate with her mom’s 
health, and her mom was great about keeping her teachers in the loop regarding what was 
happening at home.  Stella was usually very cooperative when working with her peers 
and often provided them with support, as she was one of the better readers in the class.  
Additionally, when she was not distracted by matters outside of school, she was quick to 
volunteer to read aloud or answer questions in class. 
 Stella is another example of a student who is not yet reading on grade level, but 
seems to be content with the progress she has made, although she recognizes that she 
could still improve.  During her first interview, she quipped that she viewed herself as a 
“pretty good” reader, and in a later interview noted that the one skill she’d like to 
improve upon is, “Reading, because I struggle with it a lot.”  It is refreshing to see an 
eighth grade student have the wherewithal to recognize her improvements and yet still 
want to improve further. 
 During the school year, Stella was exposed to a variety of texts, and although she 
views herself as a pretty good reader, she stated that she does not like to read.  If she does 
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read though, she prefers to read magazines or books she selects herself.  She noted, “In 
reading we had to bring a book home and read it and then like, come back with the stuff.  
It was, I was interested in the book so it was pretty like, easy for me, but like, if I’m not 
interested in the book then it would be, you know, harder.”  Quotes such as these clearly 
indicate that Stella equates level of interest with her ability to complete a task.  If this is 
true, it speaks volumes to the importance of allowing students to have a hand in choosing 
the texts they read while also making students aware of why it is crucial to understand 
how to read and comprehend a variety of texts.  
At several times throughout the four interviews, Stella made comments leading to 
the fact that if she is not interested in what is being taught or what she is assigned to read, 
she won’t “learn well with it.”  She specifically noted that she struggled with dissecting 
animals in seventh grade because she wasn’t into it and it was hard for her to remember 
all the parts.  Throughout this discussion, it seemed that Stella was able to rationalize not 
understanding something (such as the parts of the frog for the dissection) by saying she 
could not understand things in which she had no interest.  To that point, when asked what 
she believed to be her biggest area of weakness, she said, “Science because I’m not all 
that interested in science things.” Garnering interest in students is critical throughout the 
educational process, but especially for students who struggle with reading.  A text may be 
worth struggling through if the student is interested in what the text has to say.  However, 
students may see no point in taking extra time and employing comprehension strategies 
to sift through something they do not enjoy.  This also leads the researcher to believe that 
Stella may have trouble comprehending her science text – especially in light of her 
absences – and is employing a coping technique to make herself feel better about her 
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shortcomings.  Fortunately, in terms of resilience and self-efficacy, other content areas 
seem to provide opportunities to be and feel successful. 
 Stella notes that reading, a support class, is her favorite of the day, “Because we 
do a lot of activities and like, to keep us focused.”  The reading she notes that they do in 
class doesn’t seem like reading at all to the students.  For example, Stella talks about one 
of her favorite projects, where they had to research a song and find the meaning of it. 
Because Stella is interested in music, this was something she looked at as fun and 
interesting, and therefore both enjoyed it and felt successful while completing it.  
Providing students like Stella with an opportunity to have a class like reading where a 
variety of activities can enhance their regular English curriculum is crucial in improving 
these students’ skills and also in fostering an interest in and possibly even appreciation of 
reading. 
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Participant 6 - Nick 
Figure 10 Nick Quotes by Code  
Areas of 
Weakness 
Strengths Comparison 
to Other 
Students 
Attitude 
Toward 
Grades 
Improvements Attitude 
About 
Reading 
Probably 
science. I 
just don’t 
get some of 
the stuff she 
says and 
sometimes 
she doesn’t 
explain it 
well for me. 
Projects 
that involve 
drawing or 
coloring 
and stuff 
like that. 
Kind of 
slower than 
other people. 
[I did my 
assignment 
for history] 
because [the 
project] is 
like a 
hundred 
points for 
that one 
thing, so I 
needed to 
bring my 
grade up. 
I would also 
like have to 
skip classes 
and go to this 
other class by 
the office for 
reading. [I 
liked it] 
somewhat. It 
helped me. 
[Overall it was 
a] good 
experience. 
[My 
classes in 
middle 
school] I 
think they 
just didn’t 
really get 
too hard or 
too easy 
for me, 
they were 
just almost 
right, 
pretty 
much. 
Answering 
questions 
[after we 
read 
something]. 
Reading 
because 
right now 
we’re doing 
like, an 
audible and 
Kindle 
thing – 
where you 
can go on 
the Internet 
and read it. 
I can hear it 
and I can 
see it. 
I would be 
put in a 
lower class 
usually. 
Some of the 
students 
probably get 
it better than 
I do. 
This year 
when I 
finished my 
Study Island 
and had all 
my grades 
last marking 
period 
better than I 
normally 
do. 
I’m not 
good at it 
and it’s 
just, takes 
too much 
time. 
I need to 
work harder 
than other 
people 
mostly. 
[My favorite 
class is] I’d 
probably say, 
reading. 
Because that is 
something I am 
learning better 
right now and 
it’s helping 
with what I 
struggle with 
most is 
reading. 
 
 
 
74 
 
Nick Narrative 
 Nick is a fourteen-year-old white male who lives with his mom and younger 
sister.  He has been in the district for most of his educational career with the exception of 
part of sixth grade when his family temporarily moved to another district.  Nick is very 
friendly and kind to his classmates but sticks to a smaller group of close friends.  From 
seventh to eighth grade, Nick’s reading and writing have improved, leaving him reading 
just slightly below grade level at the end of his eighth grade year.  He was in reading in 
both seventh and eighth grade which seemed to help him improve.  Although his literacy 
has improved, he was inconsistent as far as completing assignments, both in and outside 
of class.  When he did complete a project it was usually extremely well done; however, if 
he struggled with beginning an assignment or was absent for any part of the assignment it 
was a bit more difficult to get him to complete it. 
 Nick definitely exuded more confidence in eighth grade English class as far as 
volunteering to answer questions and reading aloud.  In fact, Nick had one of the highest 
rates of class participation among all students.  However, throughout his interviews, he 
negatively compared his ability level to others four separate times.  This may have been 
true in classes such as history and science but was not the case in English class.  When 
Nick was asked his favorite class, he stated, “I’d probably say, reading.  Because that is 
something I am learning better right now and it’s helping with what I struggle with most 
is reading.”  Additionally, he believes that the classes in which he was enrolled in middle 
school were the appropriate placement.  He never mentioned feeling separated from his 
peers or upset that he was in reading instead of a foreign language.  On the contrary, he 
was happy to have reading in order to improve his skills.  This quote by Nick is 
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extremely profound, as he is a struggling reader who is not only recognizing his 
weakness but is appreciative of the opportunity to be in a class that addresses his 
weakness.  This leads the researcher to believe that students who struggle in various 
areas, such as reading, would be grateful for opportunities to improve upon these 
troublesome areas. 
 Nick feels the least successful in science class because he doesn’t understand it 
easily and “need to work harder than other people mostly.”  The text in science class has 
lots of vocabulary and concepts that may be unfamiliar, and students, especially those 
who struggle with reading, may have a harder time making sense of the terminology and 
then putting the concepts into the context of the material they are studying. Research has 
often noted science texts as being most difficult for students to comprehend, and this is 
even truer of a student who struggles with reading. 
Results and Interpretations 
Two main themes emerged in this study, with codes complementing each theme.  
The first main theme to emerge was self-perception, under which were the following 
codes: areas of weakness, strengths, comparison to other students, and attitude toward 
grades.  The second theme that emerged was supports, and improvements and attitude 
about reading fell under the umbrella of supports.  The statements below each theme are a 
compilation of all participants in the study, as IPA ultimately aims to move from a 
singular idea to a set of shared ideas in an attempt to understand the phenomenon (Smith 
et al., 2009). 
Self-Perception.   Perhaps the most important element impacting the experiences of 
students who struggle with reading in middle school is their self-perception.  Throughout 
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the various interviews, students discussed how they view themselves as readers, and the 
following comments were made. 
• “I view myself as a reader that I can’t speak as fluently as I could before like in 
elementary school.  And I have struggled with like reading some of the words.  I 
feel that in elementary school [the other students] read quicker and faster than me 
and I still had to struggle.” - Alex 
• I think I’m very good at reading and I love to do it anyway.  And I do it on my 
free time. [In elementary school]…I had to do speech and I needed like help with 
my reading because my comprehension was really bad.” - Emma 
• “I’m a little bit slower than other people.  It takes me awhile to read other things 
that students can read faster.” - Tessa 
• “I think [I’m reading better now] because I’m reading more often than usual.” - 
Emma 
• “Pretty good.  Sometimes a little bad, but like, okay.” - Stella 
• “Kind of slower than other people.  I would be put in a lower class usually. [It 
was a] good experience.”  - Nick  
In most cases, students explained their view of themself as a reader in relation to 
other students.  This not only proves that students are aware of their shortcomings but 
also that they are paying attention to the ability of their classmates and that has an impact 
on their self-perception.  This has a direct impact on their self-efficacy which, as Bandura 
(2003) notes, is critical in influencing how people feel, think, and motivate themselves.  
Guthrie and Davis (2003) note that some readers may struggle due to lack of motivation 
which is often directly linked to a low confidence in their ability level.  Further, these 
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students may feel socially marginalized, and low confidence can have a negative impact 
on students’ ability.  It is obvious that students are comparing themselves to their 
classmates and their statements support the notion that confidence level plays an integral 
role in ability.  A positive finding coming from participants’ answers, though, was the 
fact that it seems students are being given an opportunity to read more.  Allington (2004) 
found that students who are achieving lower levels of literacy proficiency generally read 
less than those students who struggle less with reading.  However, based on participants’ 
responses, there is at least an attempt to correct this common practice.  Additionally, 
student responses further support Sarwar et al.’s (2010) findings that it is important to 
promote resilience in students, as having resilience helps students deal with academic 
setbacks, stress, and pressures throughout their educational experiences. 
 Students were also asked to talk about the classes in which they feel the most 
successful, which illuminates their self-perception. Their answers are as follows: 
• “English. Because I can comprehend most of the things we read and study and 
stuff.” - Stella 
• “I’m more successful in math because that’s not requiring a lot of reading.” - 
Tessa 
• “I think I like math because that’s what I’m mostly best at and you don’t have to 
read as much but the word problems, like, I’m not really good at them.” - Alex 
• “Assignments that I think I have the most success with is ones like, that we get at 
least a day or two to do.” - Ethan 
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• A fifth student commented that he feels most successful in reading class because 
he has the opportunity to learn in a variety of ways, such as being able to see as 
well as hear a text. - Nick 
Statements made by students clearly identify that reading impacts all subject areas, 
not just reading and English classes, which substantiates the need for reading remediation 
in order to make sure students are able to read at an appropriate level.  Further, reading is 
a support class; not all eighth grade students take reading.  Approximately 80 percent of 
students in eighth grade take a foreign language exploratory class; however, students who 
have been identified as struggling readers are given a reading class in place of foreign 
language in an attempt to provide instruction, support, and remediation before high 
school.  Answers from students to this particular question demonstrate that the support 
class provides opportunities for students to explore how they best learn, and hopefully 
they will carry that with them throughout the rest of their educational experience.  Wise 
(2009) states that literacy is a fundamental skill upon which all other academic success 
hinges.  Therefore, it is important to continue to provide chances for students to improve 
their literacy.  Students with low literacy skills in middle school will not only be 
underprepared for high school, but will ultimately be underprepared for college or a 
career (Wise, 2009).  Based on statements by students regarding the impact reading and 
literacy have across content areas, Wise’s research is important to consider in moving 
forward.     
Up to 25 eighth graders who struggle with reading are placed in a class that is 
comprised solely of “remedial readers.”  The instructors are aware of the students’ 
struggles and having all of these students in one class allows for the teachers to make 
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appropriate adjustments to instruction while still having the students follow the regular 
curriculum.  Further, students have commented that they feel most successful in English 
class, and this is likely due to the fact that they are with peers of the same ability and 
therefore are willing to take more risks such as reading aloud or sharing answers with 
their classmates.  This supports Hanewald’s (2011) findings that building resilience is a 
process, and students may encompass more resilient behaviors in classes such as English 
and reading because of the level of comfort and knowledge of instructors regarding their 
struggles with reading. 
 Discussing the class that makes students feel most successful lead to a 
conversation regarding areas in which they believe they struggle.  One student 
commented, “I’m less successful in social studies because it’s reading a lot…I read it but 
then I won’t remember it, so I’ll like just move on.”  Another remarked, “American 
history [is my hardest class] because most of it I don’t understand as much as other 
classes…things that we read.”  Daniel et al. (2006) claim that students with reading 
difficulties often perform poorly overall in school due to the literacy requirements for 
other subject areas.  Student statements regarding their social studies classes affirm the 
struggle that students face with comprehension across content areas.  Further, Wise 
(2009) states that students enter core subject areas such as social studies without the 
ability to sufficiently comprehend texts.  This, too, was made evident by data from 
participants. 
Based on conversations with various professionals at the research site, there 
seems to be a common misconception that students who are not proficient readers either 
don’t care about their grades or don’t like to read.  Admittedly, the researcher also had a 
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preconceived notion that struggling readers cared less about grades than students who 
were reading on or above grade level. That thought process quickly changed though when 
students were asked to describe a time in school they were proud about something. 
• “When we do a project…and I get like a B or an A on it and that’s when I feel 
the best.” - Alex 
• “I was proud when I made the Honor Roll for the first time.” - Tessa 
• “In elementary when I got on the Honor Roll for the first and only time, it was 
the fourth grade, I was really happy about it.” - Ethan 
• “When I had like, high grades in all my classes.” – Stella  
• “…have all my grades last marking period better than I normally do.” - Nick 
Clearly, doing well was important to this population of student.  However, the 
findings show that students struggle to achieve high grades in all their classes, which is 
reflected in their comments about their difficulties with writing.  In order for these 
students to overcome their difficulties as found in this study, the literature points to the 
development of self efficacy. Linnenbrink and Pintrich (2003) determined that self-
efficacy increases student motivation and engagement, which will in turn result in higher 
achievement.  Having self-efficacy affords a person the ability to positively answer the 
question, “Can I complete this task in this situation” (Linnenbrink and Pintrick, 2003).  
Students in this study expressed feeling proud when they achieved at high levels, and it is 
the hope of the researcher that these feelings of success carry into students’ improved 
self-efficacy. 
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 Even though they struggle with reading, several participants claimed they enjoy 
reading.  Some students commented that they prefer to read non-fiction, which surprised 
the researcher due to the typical reactions she receives when previewing a non-fiction 
text with her students as opposed to a fictional text.  Another student admitted she only 
likes to read if it’s a book she selects, and the final student interviewed claimed to like 
reading everything.  Due to the nature of the remedial reader English class and the 
reading class in which many of these students are placed, it is possible to expose students 
to a wider variety of texts.  Further, instructors can spend more time showing students the 
best way to effectively read and comprehend various types of text.   
 The final question that shed some light on students’ self-perceptions was, “When 
given an assignment, what is the hardest part for you?”  Students had a lot to say on this 
subject. 
• “Probably, answering the questions.” - Nick 
• “Whatever I read I have to really focus on that otherwise if I start focusing on 
something else I’m still reading it but I just don’t remember what I’m reading.” - 
Nick 
• “When I don’t know the words, like in the reading.” - Stella 
• “Being able to understand it after I read it.” - Tessa 
• “Science is more difficult because it’s like taking notes while you’re doing it, and 
it gets difficult to understand it afterwards.” - Tessa 
• “Social studies is, gets easier cause like we have more group work.  We have 
people reading to you as well.  So, like, there’s like not me reading. I can hear 
somebody else read so I could understand it.” - Tessa 
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• “It’s kind of with the reading, I don’t understand the word problems most of the 
time.” - Emma 
• “Summarizing it in a way that other people can understand it.” - Emma 
• “It’s mostly the length and how the problem is, how it’s worded.  Cause if it’s 
worded where I don’t understand it, I won’t be able to complete it.” - Emma 
Data from student interviews showed that comprehension across disciplines is a 
major struggle for students.  In reading the above comments, it was found that students 
are still trying to understand their own struggles with reading in relation to the literacy 
goals set forth at the site.  If students were put in a foreign language, they would be 
learning basic vocabulary and how to put together fundamental sentences.  In reading, 
though, they can improve their comprehension and apply it to other subject areas, making 
them more likely to do well across all subject areas and leading them to feel more 
successful as well.  The research of Bandura (1993) concluded that some kids may do 
poorly because they lack the self-efficacy to effectively use their skills.  Therefore, it is 
crucial to promote the feeling among students that they are able and have the ability to 
complete a task. Denti (2004) notes that most high school textbooks are written at least at 
a tenth grade level.  This is a definite issue for students in eighth grade who are not yet 
reading on even an eighth grade level.  Due to a lack of ability to read and comprehend 
texts, teachers across content areas are often unable to tell if students are struggling to 
understand specific concepts or if they’re struggling to effectively read the material.  
Carmine and Carmine (2004) assert that science classes are among those with which 
students have the most difficulty comprehending texts.  These researchers believe that in 
some cases, up to 80% of students may not understand material for a given class 
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(Carmine and Carmine, 2004).  Further, they claim that while students may struggle with 
the content of a class such as science, another major issue may be an inability for students 
to understand what a question is asking (2004).  Participants in this study supported these 
findings. 
Supports.   A common theme that emerged throughout student interviews was the 
theme of supports in school.  Students were asked to identify what skill they would like 
to improve and for most students interviewed, the answer was either reading or writing.  
Based on student statements, the researcher concluded that students are looking for 
support in the areas of reading and writing.  Some pertinent statements made by students 
are as follows: 
• “I struggle with [reading] a lot.” - Stella 
• “Reading…it would help me understand things better.” - Tessa 
• “…we used to take spelling tests, which would help with that and then when we 
were younger we did all that.  This is how you do it and then when you got older 
it just went away.” - Nick 
The researcher followed up this question by asking whether or not the students 
believe there are supports to help with the particular skill they said they wanted to 
improve. The students who chose reading as their area to improve upon all responded that 
being in a reading class versus taking a foreign language has helped them improve their 
weaknesses.  Further, one student specifically expressed contentment being in reading 
class and having that support.  This supports Benard’s (2004) theory of resilience, as she 
claims that students want to feel successful.  She also notes that building resilient kids 
will force the need to alter our schools and provide opportunities for all students to 
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enhance their problem-solving skills.  One student did note that when he was younger, 
skills such as spelling were consistently taught.  However, basic skills are often seen as 
being “elementary” and fall by the wayside in middle and high school.  Wise (2009) 
found that legislation from the No Child Left Behind Act gave one billion dollars to 
states and districts for reading programs in kindergarten through third grade each year, 
but no funds were allocated for literacy interventions in older students.  Another survey 
by Guthrie and Denti (2003) showed that 88% of students in third grade believe they are 
taught to write good sentences in social studies and punctuate them correctly, while less 
than 60% of eighth grade students feel the same way.  The student who noted that basic 
skills are no longer taught supports these claims, and the research, combined with student 
statements, promotes the idea that it is important to ensure students have basic skills as 
they move through middle school into high school.  Not only is it important in promoting 
overall literacy but also in helping students believe they are able to write effectively. 
Participants’ answers to this particular question demonstrate that students are aware 
that reading is a skill they need to improve upon, and also that they recognize supports 
such as being in reading class.  Their statements and comments clearly reveal the need for 
more direct instruction for students reading below grade level, and they also show that 
kids truly do want to improve areas of weakness as opposed to being in more 
“mainstream” classes. 
The students who took part in this study are all in a reading class instead of a foreign 
language and have been in an English class of remedial readers.  It was the contention of 
the researcher that placing the students in these specific classes would help them 
improve, as materials and activities would be tailored more to their ability level.  
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According to students who were interviewed in this study, these English and reading 
classes, deemed “support” classes, have been beneficial to students.  Students were asked 
to identify their favorite class and explain why it was their favorite.   
• “I think I like reading the best…I think it’s easy for me to understand.” - 
Emma 
• “English because I do all my work and I do the best I can and get a good 
grade.” - Emma 
• “Reading…we do a lot of activities and like, to keep us focused.  Like we just 
got done doing a project on a song and finding out the meaning of it.” - Stella 
• “Reading, because that is something I am learning better right now and it’s 
helping with what I struggle with most is reading.” - Nick 
According to those living in this experience, their “support” class makes them feel 
successful and encourages an interest in reading instead of turning students off to reading 
altogether.  It is often suggested that kids may feel out of place or left behind due to being 
remediated; however, comments made by participants who are living this phenomenon 
every day clearly illustrate the opportunity to both provide extra support for students as 
well as make them feel successful.  Again, this supports Benard’s (2004) theory of 
resilience.  It also supports Harvey’s (2007) findings that academic success and resilience 
can be promoted in students by helping them develop good study habits.  Promoting 
academic feelings of competence also can help teachers foster resilience in students 
(Harvey, 2007).  Both of Harvey’s findings were supported by students in this study in 
regard to their English and reading classes. 
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 Participants in this study were asked to identify any supports they have had in 
school to help them with reading.  Several students were able to identify and recall 
supports they have received. 
• “I went to a reading class and it helped more than me just going by myself.  Sixth 
and seventh grade was more difficult and as I got into eighth grade, because I 
went to a reading class, it’s easier.” - Tessa 
• “In elementary school when I had reading I was with this teacher…and I’d always 
go there to read and help me.” - Ethan 
• “[In middle school, the classes]…just didn’t really get too hard or too easy for me, 
they just were almost right, pretty much.” - Nick 
In the case of the student who mentioned that he went with a different teacher for 
reading in elementary, the researcher asked if he thought he improved while working 
with the reading teacher and he replied that he did.  Further, the researcher questioned the 
participant as to what the other students were doing while he was receiving help with 
reading.  The student said he doesn’t remember what the rest of the class did.  This leads 
the researcher to believe that what stands out about that experience to the student is that 
he received help, not that he felt left out or isolated from the rest of his classmates. 
Summary 
 This chapter has documented the experiences of the six participants in this study.  
Based on the analysis of participant responses, it is clear to the researcher that struggling 
readers do appreciate and feel successful when earning good grades; however, this 
achievement is often impacted by their lack of reading proficiency.  Participants in this 
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study were able to identify their own specific weakness regarding reading, and in most 
cases, the weakness had to do with reading comprehension.  Further, participants often 
noted that their struggles were more evident in classes other than English and reading.   
 Participants in this study identified several times their favorite classes to be 
English and reading, which are two classes designed as being remedial classes for these 
students.  The idea of whether this helps or hinders students is often at the forefront of 
literacy discussions, and in this case, students clearly identified not only recognizing 
supports they received but appreciating and improving because of the supports.  Reading, 
analyzing, and interpreting student interviews has given the researcher a clearer picture of 
what students who struggle with reading experience in school. Further, it has assured the 
researcher that the way of educating struggling readers at this Pennsylvania middle 
school is being seen as effective by those who live the experience every day, the students.  
Utilizing the IPA approach allowed the researcher to offer insights into how this 
population of students experienced a particular phenomenon.  It also allowed participant 
experiences to emerge and inform the researcher, as opposed to the researcher applying 
preconceived notions from previous literature to this population of students. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations 
Introduction 
 The purpose of this IPA study was to give voice to eighth grade students who 
struggle with reading by describing their school experience.  This was done by selecting 
six students, three males and three females, who struggle with reading and interviewing 
them on four separate occasions to allow their stories to emerge.  Allowing these students 
to share their experiences and feelings provided the opportunity for the researcher to 
learn how these difficulties with reading impact their overall middle school experience. 
The researcher gained an understanding of the essence of the participants’ 
experiences by exploring the central research question: How do students who struggle 
with reading in a middle school describe their experiences in school as a learner?  In 
order to fully understand the participants’ experiences, three sub-questions were 
explored: 
• What do students who struggle with reading perceive to be their biggest 
challenges in school? 
• What do students who struggle with reading identify as having an impact on their 
school experience? 
• What do students who struggle with reading identify as making them feel 
successful in school? 
While this study did have several limitations, the intent of this study was to 
understand a particular population of students in the educational system in the context of 
the researcher’s environment.  Collecting data from participants to determine the essence 
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of their experience gave the researcher insight in understanding the current programs in 
place. One limitation was that the researcher knew many of the potential participants, 
which possibly could have made the participants hesitant to be forthright with the 
researcher.  However, participants were made aware that they could leave the study at 
any time.  This awareness allowed them to be forthright throughout the interview process.  
During interviews the researcher felt confident that the positive rapport she had 
established with the participants made them feel comfortable sharing their true feelings.  
Although limitations existed, the goal of understanding the effects of the system at the 
research site was achieved; further, the study has the potential to be used in other schools 
looking for a way to best understand and educate this population of students. 
Conclusions Based on the Research Questions 
This section focused on conclusions from the participants’ experiences related to the 
central question of this study: How do students who struggle with reading in a middle 
school describe their experiences in school as a learner?  This study provided significant 
insight into the lives of the participants.  While this population of students has been 
studied extensively as discussed in Chapter 2, having students share their stories of what 
it is like to be living this experience enhances previous research.   
 The central question for this study was: How do students who struggle with reading 
in a middle school describe their experiences in school?  In order for the researcher to go 
deeper into understanding the participants’ experiences related to the central question, 
three sub-questions contributed to the conclusions of this study.  This question was 
explored based on participant responses to three sub-questions.  The first sub-question 
was “What do students who struggle with reading perceive to be their biggest challenges 
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in school?”  Over the course of four interviews each, participants identified their biggest 
challenges to be comprehending texts, understanding what they read, and answering 
questions in a way that others can understand.  The researcher found it interesting that no 
student mentioned self-efficacy as a challenge; however, participants made several 
comments over the course of the four interviews in which they compared themselves to 
other students and felt inadequate compared to their classmates.  Student comments 
ranged from “I’m a little bit more slower than other people. It takes me awhile to read 
other things that students can read faster,” “Kind of slower than other people,” and 
“Cause if it’s worded where I don’t understand it, I won’t be able to complete it” to 
students describing what they found to be the hardest part of the assignment.  Three 
relevant statements made by students were, “It’s kind of with the reading. I don’t 
understand the word problems most of the time,” “I have trouble finding the 
information,” and “Being able to understand it after I read it.”  The researcher was able to 
conclude from these statements and follow-up comments that a lack of self-efficacy is a 
major challenge for these students in many cases.   
This conclusion supports the claims of Guthrie and Davis (2003), who believe that the 
reason some students struggle with reading is due to a low confidence in their ability 
level. Most students in the study stated that their biggest area of weakness was reading, 
but noted that subject areas such as social studies and science were the classes in which 
they felt least successful.  Further, several students specifically mentioned that they 
believe they struggle with comprehending texts.  This finding, coming directly from 
participants, is consistent with Carnine and Carnine’s belief that in some cases, a majority 
of students cannot understand material for a given class (2004). 
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The second sub-question was “What do students who struggle with reading identify 
as having an impact on their school experience?”  From listening to students describe 
their experiences, the researcher found that the following have an impact on a student 
who struggles with reading: ability to comprehend texts (“I think I like reading the 
best…I think it’s easy for me to understand sometimes”), learning in a variety of ways 
(“Reading…we do a lot of activities and like, to keep us focused.  Like we just got 
finished doing a project on like, a song and finding out the meaning of it”), getting good 
grades (I was proud when I had, “…all my grades last marking period better than I 
normally do”), and making honor roll (“In elementary when I got on the honor roll for the 
first and only time, it was the fourth grade, I was really happy about it”).  Other factors 
impacting participants’ experiences were comparing themselves to other students (“I’m a 
little bit more slower than other people”), ability to remember information (“Science is 
more difficult because it’s like taking notes while you’re doing it, and it gets difficult to 
understand it afterwards”, and having supports in place to improve their weaknesses 
(“Sixth and seventh grade was more difficult and as I got into eighth grade, because I 
went to a reading class, it’s easier”).  Students in this study attend a school that provides 
opportunities for students who have lower levels of literacy proficiency to take classes 
where they read more often, have more time to work with specific types of texts, and 
work to improve their overall literacy competency.  The overall conclusion gained from 
these experiences shows that many factors impact a students’ school experience and all 
must be considered when determining how to best educate these students. 
 While the purpose of this study was to understand the academic experiences of a 
particular population of students, elements of the program which is being used to provide 
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remediation came out in their interview discussions.  This program was not the intended 
focus of the study; however, conducting an interpretative phenomenological analysis 
forces the researcher to suspend preconceived notions and allows the participants’ 
experiences to emerge.  Therefore, it became important to highlight aspects of the 
program throughout the findings of this study.    
Students spoke largely of the supports in place for them in the current educational 
system.  They positively commented on these supports, saying, “Like, well, in reading 
class when we read aloud we usually like, take time when we have trouble with a word,” 
and “I went to a reading class and it helped me more than just going by myself.”  Another 
student noted, “Reading, because that is something I am learning better right now and it’s 
helping with what I struggle with most is reading.”  This study allowed the researcher to 
affirm that the way remediation is done in the school where participants attend has, in the 
eyes of the students, proved helpful and made them feel successful.   
Throughout the interviews, five out of six students said something that confirmed the 
notion that improving their literacy would have a significant impact on their overall 
academic success.  Pertinent statements made by participants include, “I’m less 
successful in social studies because it’s reading a lot…I read it but then I won’t 
remember it, so I’ll like just move on,” and “American history because most of it I don’t 
understand as much as other classes…things we read.”  Students were asked to determine 
a skill they wanted to improve, and two answers affirming their desire to advance their 
literacy were as follows: “Reading. Because I struggle with it a lot,” and “Probably 
reading…it would help me understand things better.” Additionally, many students noted 
that they feel the most successful in their reading and English classes.  These are their 
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“remedial” classes, so that speaks to the way the teachers run their classrooms and 
promote a sense of success and confidence in their students.   
“Remedial” classes, such as the English and reading classes taken by participants in 
this study, not only aim to promote literacy in struggling readers but also aim to promote 
resilience.  From analyzing student voices, the researcher concluded that resilience and 
self-efficacy are enhanced by the supports that students have been provided throughout 
their educational experience. This finding supports the research of Albert Bandura, a 
leading expert on self-efficacy, as being essential for struggling readers in middle school 
to perform well.  He writes, “Efficacy beliefs influence how people feel, think, motivate 
themselves, and behave.” Further, “It is difficult to achieve much while fighting self 
doubt” (Bandura, 1993, p. 118).    Likewise, Sarwar, et al. (2010) note that having 
resilience helps students deal with academic setbacks. 
The third sub-question was “What do students who struggle with reading identify as 
making them feel successful in school?”  Students acknowledged many things that make 
them feel successful in school, which was enlightening for the researcher since much 
prior research contends that there is a lack of feeling success in school for this population 
of students.  Students stated that they feel successful when they earn high grades, when 
they have better grades than they normally do, when they make honor roll, when they are 
given adequate time to complete an assignment, when they learn in a variety of ways, and 
when they are able to comprehend what they read and study.  This is evident through the 
following statements: “Assignments that I think I have the most success with is ones like, 
that we get at least a day or two to do,” “I can hear it and see it,” and “When…we do a 
project…and I get like a B or an A on it and that’s when I feel the best.”  Further, 
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students remarked that they felt proud, “When I had like, high grades in all my classes,” 
and “I was proud when I had honor roll for the first time.”  By analyzing and interpreting 
student interviews, this researcher was able to draw the conclusion that this is why 
students like their remedial English and reading classes; because they are around peers of 
similar ability level and are able to take risks and ask questions without feeling stupid or 
afraid.  Additionally, these classes provide many opportunities for student success. 
Participants in this study often mentioned teachers as being an integral part of classes in 
which they had good experiences. This finding affirms Benard’s (2004) theory of student 
resilience.  She notes that students want caring teachers and want to feel successful, and 
that having these things is instrumental in helping students improve.  Gaining insight into 
these three sub-questions gave the researcher a more complete picture of the main 
research question, which was “How do students who struggle with reading in a middle 
school describe their experiences in school as a learner?” 
General Conclusions 
The conclusions gained from participants indicate that at the research site, students 
who struggle with reading are aware of their struggles and both seek and appreciate 
opportunities to improve upon their weaknesses.  Further, the major ideas coming from 
students in light of the three research questions were that resilience, self-efficacy, and 
amount of time spent being able to improve upon weaknesses are key factors in providing 
students with a positive educational experience. Exploring participants’ experiences in 
middle school lead to discussions regarding the programs put in place at this research 
site.  This was extremely helpful, as the main purpose of this study was to gain insight 
regarding these students’ experiences.  However, what emerged from four rounds of 
interviews was a lot of discussion regarding the unofficial program into which these 
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students have been placed in an attempt to improve the literacy of students who struggle 
with reading.  The “program” homogeneously groups these students in their English class 
with other classmates of similar ability.  Further, instead of taking a foreign language, 
these students have the option to take reading which allows them the chance to again be 
with peers of similar ability level while specifically working on literacy skills.  It also 
increases the amount of time students have to read, and the students indicated throughout 
their interviews that this is important in helping improve their literacy.    
Throughout the interviews in this study, students presented an awareness of their 
weaknesses in both reading and comprehension and also compared themselves to their 
classmates, especially in classes like American history and science.  When talking about 
these classes in which they have the most difficulty with reading and comprehension, 
they often noted that they are less likely to complete assignments and mentioned feeling 
inadequate compared to their classmates.  Based on the experiences of the participants 
and this researcher’s experience as a teacher, it stands to reason that students will be less 
likely to ask for help in the areas they struggle due to fear of embarrassment or the 
inability to articulate the help they need.  Likewise, teachers in these content areas have 
expressed to the researcher that they are often unaware if the issue for students who 
struggle with reading is that they are unable to comprehend the texts they are reading or if 
the issue is instead with an inability to apply concepts.  Further, if students struggle in the 
beginning of an assignment or believe they are incapable of completing something, they 
may give up on the assignment altogether which puts them at a disadvantage with both 
that particular assignment and, oftentimes, for the rest of the unit, as concepts usually 
build upon one another. 
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Participants in this study consistently named English and reading as being among the 
classes in which they feel most successful, which speaks to their self-efficacy.  
Conversations about these classes and observations in this English class revealed that 
students believe they are improving their skills by being in these classes, and there was 
no evidence in this study from participants to suggest that students are resentful or are 
being stifled by being in these classes.  Students at this research site seem to appreciate 
being provided with opportunities to improve their literacy skills.  Because the English 
curriculum used for both the struggling readers and the other students in eighth grade is 
the same, students are still able to have discussions with their friends and other 
classmates regarding their English class.  Also, taking reading instead of a foreign 
language does not put them at a disadvantage as far as earning credits in high school 
because students are not able to earn credits in middle school, nor does grade point 
average count until high school.  Therefore, the goal of providing struggling readers as 
many options as possible to improve their literacy skills before they enter high school 
aims to give them a better opportunity to succeed in their high school classes and, 
subsequently, in their post-graduate educational endeavors or their career.  The 
researcher’s final conclusion, gained from the voices of students within this program, is 
that this particular program is instrumental in providing options to students to overcome 
reading deficits.  It is important to note that findings among both male and female 
students were similar. 
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Recommendations 
Introduction 
 These recommendations are separated into two sections.   The first set of 
recommendations is a set of actionable ideas to improve the middle school system where 
reading ability is concerned.  The second set of recommendations is set forth based on the 
two themes that emerged from the voices of the students. 
Actionable Ideas 
 This study has allowed the researcher to make several recommendations for how 
to move forward.  At the middle school where this study was conducted, it was supposed 
by teachers and administrators that the remediation for struggling readers was appropriate 
and was working.  However, in light of the ever-changing world of education, and after 
reviewing a multitude of literature, it was important for the researcher to gain insight 
from those living this experience every day – the students.  Speaking to the participants in 
this study affirmed that not only do they understand their weaknesses and believe that 
there are supports in place at their school to help support their weaknesses, but they 
actually enjoy the supports and support classes they are given.  While this could be 
dependent on the teacher, there are four different eighth grade reading teachers, and all 
were represented as teachers of record for students in this study.  This demonstrates that 
the programs in place are effective in the eyes of the students and students are satisfied 
being in them, confirming that they do care about their education and want to do well.  
Two major themes emerged from this study: self-perception and supports.  The following 
sections detail actionable ideas as they relate to each of these themes. 
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Theme 1: Self-Perception.   Exploring the essence of participants’ experiences 
showed that the way remediation happens at the participants’ middle school is 
appropriate.  While students who struggle with reading are homogeneously grouped for 
their English and reading classes, they are with their peers of all literacy levels for the 
rest of their day.  These students are able to read more and do more independently in their 
English and reading classes since they are without the pressure of their peers who might 
move much faster than they do.  Additionally, having reading instead of a foreign 
language allows students more opportunities to read and improve both their 
comprehension and confidence, and this was made evident through participant 
interviews.  And fortunately for students who take reading instead of a foreign language 
in eighth grade, they are still able to take a foreign language for credit on the same 
timeline as the rest of their classmates in ninth grade. 
This research was a good starting point in order to begin a discussion regarding 
what students who struggle with reading experience in school and to gage their self-
perception.  However, this theme brings about the need for future research. It would be 
beneficial to gain insight from the parents, teachers, guidance counselors, and 
administrators of these students in an attempt to get a more complete picture of the 
student where resilience and self-efficacy are concerned, in addition to comparing their 
beliefs to what came from the students.  Another important point could be to expand the 
interviews to include more aspects of students’ experiences in school with areas other 
than academics, especially in other areas of literacy such as writing.  This study focused 
mostly on reading and comprehension, so looking at other areas of literacy both in and 
out of school could prove beneficial.  It would also be interesting to find out about the 
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experiences of these students outside of school.  This could provide educators more ideas 
regarding ways to provide remediation or programs to improve the experiences of these 
students.  Other than programs focusing on remediation, they could also focus on 
building resilience and self-efficacy in students.  These types of programs would be 
beneficial for all students, not just struggling readers.  Conducting this study with a more 
diverse population would also be advantageous in terms of applying the findings and 
results to other sites.  Additionally, it would be valuable to find out more information 
regarding students’ reading habits outside of school.  While the question of whether 
students like to read was asked, it was not clearly defined by the researcher what kind of 
reading was being targeted. 
Another important factor to consider is that while students indicated the programs 
in place to improve their reading are helping, the students are failing to see a relationship 
between reading in a support class and using the skills they learn in English and reading 
to promote their comprehension in other content area classes.  Students claim that they 
need to be interested in a class or a topic in order to effectively read and comprehend it, 
so it is crucial that schools look at how they approach reading.  There is obviously a 
disconnect between reading for school and reading for life, and it is important to provide 
real-world opportunities that allow students to demonstrate their skills and abilities. 
Theme 2: Supports.   Administrators, counselors, and teachers in the district 
where this study took place should continue to put forth the effort of identifying students 
who struggle with reading and would benefit from being placed in remedial classes to 
improve their literacy skills.  While this is no easy task where scheduling is concerned, it 
is evident that students are benefitting from the efforts to make this happen.   
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In moving forward, it is important that teachers in other subject areas are provided 
with information regarding how to best educate struggling readers.  This is crucial 
because in core content areas, the content takes precedent to simply being able to read a 
text.  However, students who are not able to successfully read and comprehend a text will 
struggle to extend and apply concepts throughout the course of the year.  This will put 
them at a disadvantage for the particular lesson and can have a negative impact on their 
understanding throughout the rest of the unit, or, in a worst-case scenario, the rest of the 
year. 
The English and reading teachers who have these remedial students in class 
currently provide information regarding ways to best instruct these students when 
approached by other teachers, but more of an effort should be made to proactively contact 
teachers who have these students and offer resources and advice regarding ways to 
improve literacy.  As the researcher and English teacher of students with reading 
difficulties, there is a multitude of ways to provide help to teachers in other content areas.  
This can be as simple as passing along a graphic organizer that seemed to work 
particularly well for this population of students or as involved as providing staff 
development workshops regarding the topic of improving reading comprehension in the 
content areas. Because promoting self-efficacy and resilience have been identified by 
students as improving their educational experience, it is also important that staff 
development opportunities exist for teachers to understand the importance of self-efficacy 
and resilience, and how to encourage this in their classrooms.  This would not only help 
struggling readers but could be useful information for any population of students.  Having 
self-efficacy and resilience are important throughout a child’s educational career and also 
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can be applied to situations outside of and beyond school.  Therefore, initiating staff-
development regarding self-efficacy and resilience could prove instrumental for the entire 
middle school system. 
 It is important to remember that based on state- and nationwide statistics, there is 
a large population of students who are unable to read and comprehend texts effectively.  
This is concerning, as employers expect high school graduates to be qualified in various 
areas, especially the facets of literacy.  Further, the world is increasingly becoming more 
of a global, technologically-advanced community.  Because of this, students are reading 
more diverse texts in a larger variety of ways than ever before.  All of these factors 
emphasize the need for students to go through and graduate from our school systems with 
the ability to effectively read and comprehend texts.  Additionally, strategies that may be 
essential in aiding the comprehension of students who struggle with reading can also 
prove helpful for a student who may not struggle with reading but is struggling with a 
particular concept.  Because content materials such as history and science books are often 
written on or above grade-level and utilize unfamiliar vocabulary, it stands to reason that 
students of all ability levels may need help at one time or another finding ways to 
appropriately understand a text.  The student may not officially be a “remedial reader” 
but needs remediation or extra help at that point, in which case the experiences of 
participants in this study can provide valuable insight. 
Sometimes, if a teacher is unaware of a student’s struggles with reading, they may 
mistake their inability to complete a task with an apathetic attitude toward completing a 
task.  This is where it becomes critical for teachers, especially teachers who are aware of 
students’ struggles, to communicate with one another regarding strategies that work or, 
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just as importantly, strategies that don’t work.  This may change with each student, class, 
or year, so keeping a running dialogue is important.  Due to the increasing demands 
placed upon both students and teachers in education today, finding time to have these 
important conversations may prove difficult.  However, investing the time in doing so 
can prove extremely helpful for both students and teachers alike.  Additionally, once 
content-area teachers become aware of strategies to help these students, they may 
develop their own repertoire of strategies to use not only with struggling readers, but also 
any student who struggles with a particular concept or unit in their class.  Therefore, it is 
important for either administration to provide time for teachers to collaborate, or, if this 
isn’t possible, for teachers to seek each other out and make time to discuss how to help 
these students.  Doing so will improve the experiences of these students can also make 
the experience of the teacher more positive in the long run. 
Summary 
This study gives insight from the participants’ stories that students who struggle 
with reading do recognize their weaknesses and want to improve upon these weaknesses.  
Further, they are able to distinguish specific aspects of literacy with which they struggle 
most and are also able to determine ways in which they best learn.  Another 
determination was that struggling readers appreciate feeling success, such as when they 
earn good grades or make the honor roll.  When they feel unable to perform a task and 
may not complete it well, there is often a perception that the students are apathetic.  
However, if teachers can provide opportunities for these students to feel successful, it can 
promote their self-efficacy and resilience and allow them to have more confidence when 
completing the next task.   Gaining insight from participants helped the researcher 
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analyze the current structure of programs that are being used at this site for students who 
struggle with reading.  Further, conclusions reached will help the researcher inform 
educators at this site in order to enhance the education of and advocate for this population 
of students in the future.  Although the world around these students is continually 
changing, the fact that many still struggle with reading is not.  Therefore, it is pertinent 
that researchers continue to study this population of students in an attempt to provide 
them with the best opportunity to have a successful future. 
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Appendix A.   Informed Consent Letter 
251 Quarry Road 
Hummelstown, PA 17036 
February 8, 2013 
 
Dear Parent/Guardian: 
My name is Nina Gilroy and I am a student in Drexel University’s doctoral program.  I 
am conducting a research study entitled “A Phenomenological Study of the Experiences 
of Students with Reading Deficiencies.”  Your child has been identified as reading below 
grade level and therefore is being invited to participate in this study.  Your consent is 
required for your child to participate.  If consent is given, I will explain the study to your 
child and provide them with an assent form which they also must sign in order to 
participate in the study.   
If both consent and assent are obtained, your child will become a participant of the study.  
Please know that my main goal of this study is to help educators understand the 
experiences of students with reading deficiencies and, ultimately, enhance the educational 
experiences of these students.  In order to do this, I will conduct a series of four 
interviews over several month.  Each interview will take place during a time of non-
instruction, such as eleventh period study hall, and interviews will last no longer than one 
hour each.  If students are uncomfortable at any time in the interview, they may ask to 
skip a question, to speak to a guidance counselor, or may ask to be removed from the 
study altogether.  Students and staff members of the school will not be aware of your 
child’s participation in this study, and there will be no penalty should your child decide to 
withdraw from the study. 
I am happy to answer any questions you may have regarding this study.  Please feel free 
to contact me at ngilroy@ldsd.org or at 566-5310 if you have any questions or comments 
regarding your child’s participation.  I genuinely appreciate your consideration in 
allowing your child to participate in this study and hope to hear from you soon. 
 
Sincerely, 
Nina Gilroy 
Nina Gilroy 
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Appendix B.   Interview Protocol 
Interview 1 (Week of March 18, 2013) 
1.  How do you view yourself as a reader? 
2.  Describe your experiences in elementary school in your reading and language 
arts classes. 
3.  Describe your experiences in middle school in your reading and language arts 
classes. 
4.  Do you like to read?  Why or why not? 
5.  What is your favorite thing to read?  Why? 
 
Interview 2 (Week of March 25, 2013) 
1.  What area of school do you think you struggle with the most?   
 a.  Why? 
 b.  Can you tell me about a specific time you remember struggling and take 
me through                                                                                    
2.  When you are given an assignment involving reading, what is the hardest part for 
you? 
3.  Tell me about your history of completing assignments that involve reading, both 
in class and at home. 
4.  Tell me about your experiences with reading assignments in classes other than 
English. 
 
Interview 3 (Week of April 1, 2013) 
1.  What is your favorite class of the school day and why? 
2.  What is your least favorite class of the school day and why? 
3.  In which subject area do you feel most successful and why? 
4.  In which subject area do you feel least successful and why? 
5.  Describe for me a time in school when you were proud about something. 
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Interview 4 (Week of April 15, 2013) 
1.  What is one skill in school you’d like to improve upon.  Why? 
2.  Do you think there are supports in place to help you improve that skill?  Explain. 
3.    During the last interview, we talked about which classes make you feel 
successful.  Can you tell me what kind of assignments you have the most success 
with? 
4.  What kinds of assignments do you think you struggle with the most?  Why? 
5.  If you had to read something for a class, how would you prefer to read it?  Book, 
magazine, online, phone, etc.? 
6.  What type of media do you read most outside of school?  How much is that type 
of media used in your classes? 
7.  Think about the class where you are the most successful with reading and 
comprehending texts.  Why do you think you’re most successful in this class? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
